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Those Eighteen Days 



THE COVER 



The ordinary reader zvould think c that it is 
Arjuna zvho is the main architect of victory 
in the (MahaBharatha zvar for the (Pandavas. 

On deep study you zvouCd find that it is 
Sri OQishna 6ehind the heroes, in their minds, 
and through their instrumentality zvho zvaged 
this zvar to eliminate forces of Adharma. 

So the cover has Mis emBlem, the dizhne 
‘Eagle-Cjaruda-on his flag, and his other 
insignia in the four comers, the Conch 
((Pancftajanya) the (Disc (Sudharshana), the 
(Mace ((Kaumodahi) and the Lotus ('. Tadma ) 
indicating the Lord ’s pozvers of tqiozvledge, 
Creativity, Pozver of Assertion over evil and 
Compassion. 

The scenes Belozv, at the Bottom, highlight 
those scenes, that Bring this out. 



DEDICATION 



f To the memories of 
the forefathers of 

Sri H. N. Anantharaman and 
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(Sponsors of this work) 



TRIBUTE 



“Krishna Dwaipayanam Viddhi 
Devam Narayanam Harim | 

Kohyanyo bhuvi Maitreya ! 
Mahabharathakrit bhavet ? 

- from Vishnupurana 

“Maitreya dear, know thou that Krishna 
Dvaipayana (Veda Vyasa) is verily Sriman 
Narayana ! who else can be the author of (such 
a stupendous work as) the Mahabharatha?” 



(Tribute from sage Parashara) 



ABOUT THE KAUTILYA INSTITUTE 
OF NATIONAL STUDIES 

This is a voluntary organisation formed to discover 
and unfold the legacy of social scientific and spiritual 
vision of the ancient culture of Hindus for our present 
generations, kept ignorant, callous, and indifferent to our 
own values so as to promote a vandalistic attitude among 
the masses, an anti-cultural campaign of disinformation, 
derision and disrespect among people that ought to know 
better, in the interests of the future of this ancient land. 
Gandhiji once called such generations ‘educated rascals’ 
in moral indignation. To be anti-national is respectable and 
‘secular’ in our suicidal attempts to supress facts and hang 
on to faslehoods being perpetrated by vested interests! The 
task of reversing this trend is enormous, but noble. Ours 
is but an humble step. The Institute has no animosity for 
anyone, no disrespect for differences of views, and no 
dislike for any segment of humanity, ancient or modem, 
no dogma or bigotry or prejudice. It is simply interested 
in bringing together all the best from all quarters, that 
is necessary and vital to make our life collectively safe, 
beautiful, enjoyable, meaningful in a forward flow that 
providence has set for it so strongly that inimical forces 
are doomed for exitinction by nature as it were. The 
beautiful, hopeful and meaningful vision of a glorious 
Indian Renaissance held by Swami Vivekananda, Sri 
Aurobindo, Tagore, Netaji, Swamy Dayananda and millions 
of mantyrs has been frustrated by false men, usurpers, 
‘men of straw’ in the past sixty years. 

Let us wake up to the dangers and defeat these short- 
sighted cynical forces. Our only instrument is knowledge. 
Na hi Jnanena Sadrisham. That is our faith. 



INTRODUCTION 



Brief interludes of joy, creativity, relaxation and hopes 
of a bright future, in history, in the evolution of man, 
somehow, add only to the more general sense of grimness 
and the tragic situation of mankind, which is yet to emerge 
into a decisive victory over evil, violence, and senseless 
power-struggles between the blind but strong. Titanic 
forces of Darkness and the vision-possessed but weak 
Sattvik forces of light. But they are not unimportant for 
that reason. A student of history cannot afford to become 
a cynic. The comfort or consolation that such interludes, 
however brief, are possible at all, must build up into a 
sustaining vision and motive-force for the achievement of 
that desired, lasting peace, victory, and a life of harmony 
based on cooperation rather than conflit, which our Vedic 
Rishis entertained, espoused, expounded and expanded in 
their literature vouched to us of today. Modern-day sages 
like Maharshi Sri Aurobindo tell us that such an age of 
‘Supra-Mental’ consciousness, (corresponding to our 
conception of ‘Satya’-Yuga) is around the corner, and 
Tapas is needed to get it actualised into a reality. 
Meanwhile modern versions of Duryodhana, Kama, 
Shakuni among our present day war-mongers, people 
wedded to the doctrine of ‘kill, conquer, convert and loot’, 
under military, commercial, technological expansionist 
programmes, pretending to have religious sanctions for 



IX 



selfish plots, have to be defeated. Will they be ? 

That is the contextual relevance for the rendering of 
this part of the story of Mahabharatha in this fiction 
form ! 

The Mahabharatha is a never ending story from an 
idealistic view-point. It will never become stale, or 
outdated in its message or in its allegorical layers of 
meaning, political, social or spiritual. That is the difference 
between Western Epics like the Iliad, Odyssey, Paradise 
Lost, the Divine Comedy and numerous others and our 
National Epic which is an encyclopaedia of Dharma, 
Artha, Kama and Moksha concepts and justly hailed for 
this reason as the Fifth Veda. The only other National Epic 
of ours which nears the Mahabharatha in size, complexity 
of meanings and characters as well as quality, is the 
Ramayana. These are not merely “tales of Kshatriya war 
and love” as many in the West once conceived ! They 
are more. They are our eternal lights in the often 
enveloping darkness, both self-created and inflicted on us 
from outside. We read them everyday for inspiration and 
enlightenment. It is necessary that we understand the scale 
of enormousness of Evil surrounding us, before we 
attempt rescuing Good from its clutches. A critic of 
Shakespeare once described King Lear and the Evil 
unfolded in it as an ‘Apocalypse’. The description befits 
the Mahabharatha, a hundred or thousand-fold times more 
suitably, in its scale of representation, on the readers. All 
the portrayal of Evil of all Western writers in Drama or 
Novel form or in Epic, will come nowhere near the one 
we come across in the Mahabharatha. But the vision here 
is not that of a tragedy. Good does triumph over Evil. 
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But we have enough of catharsis in the' portrayal of a 
Draupadi, a Kunthi or other good characters. This is 
because God is a colourful character here unlike in 
Milton’s Paradise Lost or Dante’s Divine Comedy. Sri 
Krishna’s is a mighty role, colourful, fading into mystical 
or fabulous altitudes beyond our final understanding, grasp 
or estimate or analysis. This provides the necessary base 
not only in this Epic story, but in all vicissitudes of history 
for all time, our own time and beyond. This is a unique 
feature of our Epic. The God of Christianity or Islam is 
a mere ‘vapour’, a mere ‘abstract faith’, artistically a 
virtual ‘non entity’ in so far as He does not manifest in 
their stories. Here ! What colours!! What romance!! What 
fascinating interventions!!! Direct patches of ‘Gospels’ 
without intermediaries or Messiahs, without room for 
misinterpretations or interpolations, in what are called “Sri 
Bhagavan Uvacha” can be tallied with similar portions 
elsewhere both in the Epic and elesewhere in our Eighteen 
Puranas, to ascertain the proper meanings, their veracity, 
free from ambiguity. More. You can bring in Vedic 
passages also into comparison, confirmation. This 
catholicity of views, this freedom to interpret these 
passage yourselves is a wonder you will find nowhere else 
in the so called world-scriptures. 

Further : you do not require a Verity, a Dowden, a 
Wilson Knight, a Saintsbury or a Bradley for interpreting 
or construing the proper meanings or imports of the world 
of teachings of the Mahabharatha. The characters 
themselves mutually interpret such contexts saving you 
that labour or need. It is rarely that the text drives you 
to a commentary. Even if that happens, it is only to 
enhance your appreciation and deepen your grasp. The 
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Mahabharatha is a text which you will never ‘finish’ 
understanding. It is a world of stories, each within another 
in continuous, contextual threads, which only an expert 
weaver or garland-maker can make. There can be only 
one Vyasa in this way ! 

Story, Drama, Metaphysics, Ethics, Moral Codes, 
Public Administration, guide lines, Jurisprudence, sheer 
poetry, word-riddles, puzzles, word-pictures-all woven 
into delectable poetic mould-that is our text, the 
Mahabharatha! 

No wonder it has moulded the Hindu character, 
morals, national ethos, and given us the definite concrete 
shape of our prized culture and nationality, in all these 
millenia since it ever came into being. This is, too, the 
envy of many other nations and societies. In those days 
of lack of mass-communication or public media like our 
modem T.V, mobile phones, newspapers or magazines; 
how artists and savants of Hindu culture could achieve 
this cultural synthesis and national integration is what we 
have to wonder at! 

A word about the present work : It was an earnest 
desire of mine, ever since nature endowed me with the 
little literary and artistic talents that I now possess and 
my discovery of it, to present our National Epics, the 
Ramayana, The Mahabharatha and Srimad Bhagavatha in 
the mould of fiction, in novel form, for easy grasp, 
understanding and appreciation of our younger, newer 
generations, since 1947. The year is remarkable, for it was 
after our achievement of freedom from the British, that 
we relapsed into a stronger bout of self alienation and 
colonial mentality gripping us again, instead of our getting 
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liberated from it as expected, with Sanskrit and Hindu 
values being deliberately neglected by those that began 
to rule over us, under abnormal notions of cultural 
inhibitions, and artificial ideologies like pseudo-secularism 
and aberration against all local, national, time-hallowed 
traditions ! To those who ought to be its guardians, 
Sanskrit was a dead language and interest in Hindu values, 
‘revivalism’ and ‘communalism. Maulana Azad was our 
national Educational minister along with Nehru who was 
patron to these mischiefs. I read in newspapers in those 
days, the fifties, of strange, pervert ‘information’ about 
our cultural roots, prevailing in intellectual circles or at 
least in circles and cadres that ought to know better ! In 
a viva voce at the final I.A.S exam, a candidate is 
questioned : 

“Do you know the name of the author of the 
Mahabharatha ?” 

The candidate’s answer : 

“C. Rajagopalachari, known as Rajaji.” 

Elders of my family who had already developed a 
cynical attitude to the coming events in the post Nehru 
era, would point out such examples and incidents to prove 
their being justified in their cynical attitude! my elder 
brother would chuckle: 

“Thank God! the fellow at least knew the name of 
Rajaji, author of the famous abridged English rendering 
of our national, cherished epic!!” 

In fact, Rajaji wrote his works on the Ramayana and 
the Mahabharatha for this de-Hinduised, anglicised, 
‘secular’ class of readers who would infest this country 
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thereafter ! That was my surmise. The dreaded thing 
happened ! 

“Why should I not go beyond - beyond simple 
narration - or sum up and recreate the orginal in terms 
of lively narration admixed with dialogues and descriptions, 
with patches of lovely teachings, imports in suggestive 
language, so that our new generations would read them 
very much like present day stories?” 

This trend of my inner urge, forced me to an in-depth 
study of the original texts, with all available commentaries 
in Sanskrit, and adapted versions in Drama, Champu*, 
Epic and other literary forms in the few languages I knew, 
Tamil, Kannada and Sanskrit besides English. This silent 
preparation enabled me to become a succesful discourser 
on the Epics since 1961, when I settled at Dharwad, as 
a teacher of English literature at the famed Kamatak Arts 
college, of Kamatak university, and moved all over 
Karnataka in the summer and winter vacations, taking the 
epics to all cities, towns and villages, wherever I was 
invited, lecturing for days and months together at a stretch! 
People thronged in their thousands everywhere, but the 
more ‘enlightened’ among my colleagues and ‘patrons’ 
pitied the plight of an English teacher ‘degenerating’ to 
the ‘depths of medievalism’, shunning English culture and 
keeping all Western influence like a pair of shoes at my 
doors. (I am quoting one of them who pitied me!) I told 
them that I had become no Englishman for all my love 
and knowledge of or proficiency in English literature, and 
even if I claimed so, no Englishman would accept me 
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A composition peculiar to Sanskrit literature in which poetry and 
prose coexist in lovely intermixture. 
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as such! I reminded them of the fate of Nirad Chowdhury 
and the contrast in an Aurobindo! after all, in the post 
-independent India, it was Nirad Chowdhuri ‘sab’ that 
triumphed, while Tagore, Vivekananda, Aurobindo and 
other renaissance-savants died ‘cultural’ deaths ! Thanks 
to Nehru and the new role-model !! 

I was sound in cultural roots that ‘clutched’, (to use 
a phrase of T.S. Eliot), and it mattered a lot to learn that 
traditional India was in tact for all the ‘cosmetism’ that 
apes were introducing and selling among themselves. This 
could not percolate into the Hindu psyche - thanks to our 
Rishis, both ancient and modern - while the naked 
emperor and his gang paraded themselves nude, in 
protected areas of Moghul gardens, in their cocktail parties 
and noon-time dinners. 

My studies and discourses were encouraged without 
interruptions, throughout. Then something happened; a 
famous editor of a popular Kannada weekly by name 
Taranga, met me at the instance of a mutual friend, as 
if by accident, though I find a divine dispensation now, 
behind the event. It was late in the night. I had just 
finished writing a manuscript on the “Characters of the 
Mahabharatha”. (I was already an author of twenty or 
more books, ten volumes being on the Vedas, “Veda 
Samskriti Parichaya”, and the remaining on Ramayana 
and Bhagavatha, with constant and insistent encouragement 
from eminent poets like Dr. D. R. Bendre and other 
luminaries of Dharwad. The meeting commemorated an 
immortal moment in my life, as I now look at it from 
hindsight! Mr. Santosh Kumar Gulwadi, that editor, took 
away that manuscript from me, under an irrepressible lure 
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and serialised it in ‘Taranga’ for nearly a year, week after 
week. The readers responded with resounding enthusiasm 
and welcome. (The book has since been printed and has 
run into the fourth print now.) More work was in store 
for me as a consequence. At the insistence of Sri 
Gulwadiji, I wrote a lengthy serial covering up the events 
of the great war of Mahabharatha, covering up the five 
great books of the Epic known as the Yuddha Panchaka. 
This became an eye opener for the Kannada public, who 
were used only to pervert Kanada versions of the Epic, 
distorting its characters and events, perpetuating 
misinterpretations and deformities on an enormous scale 
for some dozen centuries or more! It meant a rediscovery 
of the original for a people famished of ancient Hindu 
values, as the art of undistorted discourses and depiction 
in writing and on the stage, had practically died for long. 
Some would not have believed the original or my 
representation ! They blamed me, abused me, and were 
answered befittingly. All this is in print! more work was 
assigned to me by Providence. I am now an author of 
a nearly a hundred works on Vedas, the Ramayana, the 
Mahabharatha, the Bhagavatha, the literature of the 
Alwars and Haridasas, Kautilya’s Arthasastra and works 
attending to Semitic attacks on Hinduism as replies and 
taking the ball to their own courts (in English); and the 
project still continues. 

Last year another thing happened by Divine 
Dispensation, as I look in retrospect : 

Sri H. N. Anantharaman and Sri H. S. Mohan Kumar 
of “Smt. Alamelamma Patel Narayana Iyengar Trust” of 
Bangalore met me with members of their family at the 
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residence of my son in Bangalore. Sri Anantharaman is 
a noted builder of eminence at Malleswaram and there 
are few who may not know him as a philanthropist and 
patron of activities cultural, spiritual or social. He is an 
ardent devotee of Lord Kodanda Rama, of Hiremagalur 
temple, to whose renovation he has donated liberally and 
done the task under his own supervision. He has been 
known to me closely for many years, attending some of 
my discourses and sponsoring them also. This elderly 
gentleman of pious habits took me by surprise by placing 
at my disposal a fabulously enormous amount, 
importunately ‘commanding’ me to use it to translate any 
of my works into English, for circulation among Indians 
who have settled abroad, and who long to discover and 
own their roots of culture. The proceeds would be again 
with my just started Kautilya Institute of National Studies 
to continue similar work, promoting my works into 
English as and when I thought it proper. 

At first I declined to accept this responsibility in my 
failing health-condition and age, in addition to the pressures 
that were already operating on my mind in terms of literary 
projects of my own choice. But other friends prevailed 
on me and so I bowed down. 

Another elderly friend of mine, also pious and equally 
well-wedded to philanthropic works of the same kind, 
Mr. G. K. Srinivasaiah (a reputed businessman) persuaded 
me to pick up this work, whose Kannada version, he 
himself had published, soon after its serialisation in 
‘Taranga’. I conceded. Here is now the result in the hands 
of. the readers. 
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Mr. Srinivasaiah fixed up the printers also. My 
esteemed friends Sri Umesh Bhat (Industrialist, who is 
running five branches in various parts of this country) and 
Dr. K. R. R. Rao (of B.A.R.C. retired) and scientist 
attached to the Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore, after 
retirement, have shown great interest in the supervision 
and proof-reading of the text and have relieved me of 
much pressure in this regard. My esteemed friend (and 
ex-colleague at Karnatak Arts College at Dharwad), Prof 
A. M. Jalihal and my long-standing family friend Sri S. 
R. Sharma (classmate in the undergraduate and graduate 
days at Mysore) have also helped me in several ways, 
and by continued encouragement. 

I must add : My wife Smt Kamala was the first to 
read this work, as usual, in manuscript, as and when the 
chapters began to be written, and she has also assisted 
me in the final proof-reading of the text. Her 
encouragement, timely and guarded suggestions have 
helped me to avoid overlappings and repetitions and 
involuntary errors which are otherwise natural in a 
narration of this length and intensity. She has been my 
first critic, scrupulous and straight-forward, both in the 
reading of my texts and in listening to my discourses and 
comparing the two. How lucky I am! 

My thanks are due to all these. If in spite of such 
care and devotion, errors have crept in, I alone am 
responsible and I crave the indulgence of the generous 
readers. 

A note on the relevance of this work for today and 
its justification may not be out of place. I have already 
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said something to this effect in the beginning, and what 
I add is only for emphasis. 

Great men with good intentions can also mightily 
contribute to the misery of manind and might escape being 
branded as villians in contemporary histories! The examples 
of Bhishma of the story, and that of Mahatma Gandhi 
stand profound comparisons in this regard in so far as 
both committed the same blunders of partitioning the 
Nation, and appeasement of Evil. Few seem to have 
realised this unforgettable lesson. The character-analysis 
of Bhishma is worth examination and attention of the 
readers from this angle. 

Perpetrators of dynastic rule of those days stand 
eminent comparison with those of today. It is odious to 
name them in contemporary history. 

Eliminators of evil-men were blamed then. They 
stand ‘condemned’ in the public court of unenlightened 
‘common man’ of today! What Arjuna did to Bhishma, 
What Bhima did to the sons of Dhritarashtra, what 
Dhrishtadyumna did to Drona, or Krishna to Kama, 
Saindhava and a hundred others directly or indirectly has 
been done to modem villians of the unfolding Mahabharatha 
of today. No more. You may not yet identify or accept 
them, as you are too near them, or as they are wrapped 
up in unrealistic praise or disproportionate contempt for 
which history will not forgive you or me. If I say that 
the sacrifices of a martyr like Veer Savarkar are greater 
and more marked than those of a Nehru or Gandhi, you 
are likely to be shocked ! That is the proof of the fact 
that we are as yet unprepared to accept Truth as Truth! 
When will India accept a Bhagat Singh, Jhansi Rani (or 
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even “an ecentric” Nathu Ram Godse ?) Do not get 
startled!! Eccentrics are eccentrics whether they are villians 
or heroes! Men and women catapulted to positions of 
power and mischief do not become ‘honourable’ just 
because they hail from much advertised family- 
backgrounds! Nor do such become mean or undesirable 
if they hail from humble backgrounds. Have we paid yet 
our dues to an Ambedkar or a Netaji ? If you hold a 
pervert view of contemporary history, you can only fool 
coteries around you; not the history or the forces they 
generate! Think of the ‘tragic’ circumstances of Ganhi’s 
death, Mrs Indira Gandhi’s death or Rajiv Gandhi’s 
assasination. Did they not generate those very forces that 
took their toll, whether consciously or unconsciously? 
They say that history simply happens, leaving neither a 
lesson for a future, nor arising out of rational facts or 
courses! Nothing can be more irresponsible than this, if 
you are an intelligent student of life or history. 

You have your Shakuni-s and Karna-s today also, in 
plotters and casteists. Organisers of political murders, and 
managers of disinormation campaigns, promoters of 
communal disharmony for selfish ends are all still in our 
midst. 

The dialogues and descriptions of this narrative are 
so designed as to enable you to discover them for 
yourselves, as the art-form here forbids me to identify 
them openly. There were Arjun Singhs, V.P Singhs, Laloos 
and various brands of traitors, both local and imported, 
then too, to suit those firm in saddles of power, suffering 
yet from a persecution mania! Why does humanity suffer 
and tolerate maniacs and bigots of all kinds in power ? 
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Wc have to find an urgent answer for this from the 
Mahabharatha. Does this book of mine help you by some 
degree at least ? I wonder ! 

There is nothing like ‘idle history’ or an idle study 
of history! History is a powerful torch in the hands of 
responsible travellers on the path to the future, as it is 
charged with wisdom-cells made of unalterable facts that 
give us meanings from moment to moment. If it is 
condemned into ‘academicism’, and to ‘arm-chair reading’, 
it can only promote ignorance which we have aplenty 
already. They use the phrase, sometimes, that “History will 
not forgive you...” “if you do this or that now.” Phrases 
like this are not idle-born! History must be a living force 
if it can ‘forgive’ or ‘punish’ you. What history can be 
more powerful than the Mahabharatha ? If my present 
work can make you realise this in some measure, my 
efforts will not be in vain. 

My best wishes are with all those that have this faith 
that better futures can be constructed with lessons from 
the past. 



Mysore 

23.07.07 



K. S. Narayanacharya 



FOREWORD 



This is a unique literary work by Dr. K. S. 
Narayanacharya, the Kannada version of which is well 
known to all readers of Kannada literature. We knew the 
Acharya for long, his talents in discourses and writing, 
and were wondering how to make Indians settled abroad, 
our own children, friends and relatives among them, 
benefit from his enormous scholarship and amazing talents 
of expression in speech and writing. We approached him 
with our request, and he kindly accepted our token offer 
and has produced this masterpiece. It will be evident to 
any reader, what amounts of energy and time have been 
spent on this stupendous work which is now in your hands. 

The Acharya is an authority on the Vedas, Upanishads, 
our Epics, Puranas, the works of Alwars and Acharyas 
like Sri Ramanuja and Vedanta Desika, besides being well 
versed and versatile in most allied literature in history, 
Indology and Hindu moral sciences. 

The present work is a minute description of the events 
of the Mahabharatha war, day by day, hour by hour to 
the finest details, as found in the original, except where 
imaginative details are added to make the picture fulsome, 
colourful and graphic without violating or distorting the 
original. 

We are grateful to him and the printers as well as 
our other friends who have all made this possible and have 
contributed towards its materialisation and success. 



Bangalore 

15.7.07 



H. N. Anantharaman 
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CHAPTER 1 



BHISHMA’S FINAL DECISION 



It was Ashtami night of Kartika in the darker 
fortnight and the star was Makha. Bhishma had to make 
the most difficult of decisions in his life on that fatal 
night. He felt the night tedious and long, unusually 
trying. He was too old to endure mental tensions, though 
bodily he felt he was equal to the challenges demanded 
by time -participation in the impending war. His 
decisions earlier, throughout his life, were not comforting 
either to himself or others, for that matter. Bhishma 
reviewed them rapidly, to seek some comfort which had 
eluded him all through: self-abdication of heirdom to 
the Royal Throne, for the comfort of his father Shantanu; 
waging war with his preceptor Bhagavan Parashurama, 
rather than marry Amba, the Kashi princess, whom he 
had abducted at the svayamvara, in vain, for the sake 
of his half brother Vichitravirya; his none too responsible 
and ambiguous ‘ruling’ on the question of Draupadi, 
Yajnyaseni, whether Yudhishthira could still stake her 
as a pawn or prize after pawning away himself, earlier 
in that most shameful and suicidal gambling, at the end 
of Rajasuya; or the still earlier partition of the empire, 
appointing Yudhishthira as King of one-half of it, while 
he himself had crowned him as Emperor of the undivided 
whole, after Pandu; and many other questionable 
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decisions which had either his silent approval, or mute 
participation. He had never crowned the blind 
Dhritarashtra, yet had accepted him as ‘King’ in a way, 
and had suffered him making his own royal decisions. 

The present decision he had to make was rendered 
most complex of all, either because of these earlier ones, 
or the alternatives he had avoided consciously or 
unconsciously. 

There was a background to it, a divine pointer also, 
which was gnawing into his sensitive heart; he could 
see it clearly, but he could neither accept it nor reject 
it easily, in any indifference to consequence, as before. 
He knew where it pinched him most. 

On the earlier Panchami day, the star being Pushya, 
Bhagavan Sri Krishna’s royal embassy at Dhritarashtra’s 
court was a failure. War was now a certainty between 
the rival cousin families and their supporters. Bhishma 
said to himself that he had tried to prevent it, by doing 
or saying his best. Everyone knew that Duryodhana was 
unwilling for any negotiated settlement, peacefully. That 
was not what irritated Bhishma now.. .that did not come 
under his personal account; there was another silent 
happening that was eating into his heart steadily, surely 
and subtly tending to rob him of his self-confidence, 
self-judgment and self-righteousness. Sri Krishna was 
no mere royal messenger from Yudhishthira. He was 
God Incarnate; as he had maintained and expounded on 
numerous earlier occasions; Sri Krishna was his personal 
Deity, to whom he had offered his everything mentally 
and spiritually. Such was Bhishma’s expectation that 
this time he would camp with him, dine with him and 
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exchange pleasantries. But the Avatari did not even 
glance at him! He had flatly refused becoming his guest! 

Now what did all this mean? ...Bhishma knew it 
too well to be told by someone else. Besides, who else 
was there to interpret its meaning? Sri Krishna had 
bracketed him with others that were against Dharma and 
God or Goodliness that proclaimed to the world at large 
in ‘eloquent silence’ that Bhishma’s worship of 
Sri Krishna, orally and ritualistically was all humbug, 
a mere show and pseudo-devotion. Sri Krishna was now 
on his way to Upaplavya so that Bhishma could not 
even meet him on request, if not on protocol. 

What was he to do now? Was he to remain in the 
Kaurava camp and fight Sri Krishna? Would that not 
mean that he denied justice being on the side of the 
much-harassed Pandavas? What would the world think 
of him now, if he switched over to their side, all of 
a sudden, having been with the Kauravas, all along? 
Would history forgive him either way? Never before 
was a polarisation of alignments on the decisive scale, 
and never before was he called upon to exercise so 
exclusive a choice, which would be wrong either way? 
How was he responsible for it? Was his tendency to 
procrastinate causing this mess? Which way did peace 
lie personally and for the race and mankind? What was 
the course for it, now before him? Following justice 
would mean betrayal of the throne and those who sat 
on it, a clear breach of his own vow; deserting them 
now, at the hour of their need, would smack of 
opportunism? 

Bhishma’s mind avoided a third alternative of 
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honour somehow; that was Vidura’s way of playing 
neutrality, by going on a pilgrimage. Consciously or 
unconsciously, Bhishma never even once entertained it 
in his otherwise resolute mind, perhaps as a cowardly 
course. It was all right for Vidura, as he was no warrior; 
yes, 2 l warrior’s choice was what he needed and that 
choice never unfolded before his mind’s eye. Perhaps 
this choice that was now eluding him was a foregone 
conclusion because of his first choice to stay with the 
Kaurava Princes. Whoever knew that it was going to 
be so fatal, so deterministic and foul? 



Bhishma was now reclining on his bed after the 
evening ablutions as a routine but an unrelishable duty. 
The cook had brought him fruits and milk as usual, but 
it was lying there untouched before him. His mind had 
no time for them in the tumultuous condition he had 
found himself in. He was determined to find his sense 
of ‘duty’. The war was a certainty, mocking at all his 
efforts for peace. He could share with none his turmoil 
or could ask none for advice. Bhishma wept like a child 
and remembered his mother Ganga, and she appeared 
on the screen of his inner mind: 

Ganga: “Son, dear! Did you call me? You appear to 
be tired and forlorn? What is on your mind?” 

Bhishma: “Gracious mother, will you enable this 
unfortunate orphan to take a final, firm decision on 
a difficult question, of loyalty? Is character or truth 
more important in the last analysis? Is it loyalty 
or righteousness that finally matters? Is there a way 
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of combining both and remain what I am, as what 
I am known to be all these years? 

Ganga: “My child! You are the repository of all 
sciences and arts, moral and spiritual wisdom; you 
know that such decisions by nature have to be taken 
at the personal, responsible level only. None can 
assist or impose in such matters of final 
accountability. You know this, surely!” 

Bhishma: “You are the mother of all living things in 
all the three worlds. You are their purifier, untired 
in this task of washing them away of all sins. You 
are blessed with a special relation to Lord Vishnu’s 
holy feet also. You show the auspicious path of 
deliverance to all - mother! Can you not show me 
too, a way out?” 

Ganga: “All that I can say, my son, is that the path- 
finder for all, is my path-finder, as well as yours! 
You know well that even I myself am not above 
the law of Karma. I was bom of Lord Vishnu’s 
foot during his Trivikrama Avatar, true; but the 
Divine poet 1 describes me as “one that forsook his 
feet, or one who slipped out of that divine position”! 
That is my misfortune, to be so fallen away! See 
my present position I carry all dead bodies, remnants 
of bones and hair and ashes. People call me ‘Wife 
of the sea’ and ‘Wife of Shiva’ in the same breath! 
Does that mean that I have several husbands to 
serve? Lord Vishnu shook me off his feet and 
brought me to this miserable condition! But he also 



1 



Vishnuadachyuta , a reference to Sage Valmiki’s description in the 
Ramayana, Bala Kanda, Ch 50 Verse 25 
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endowed me with a boon that good souls, people 
above attachments. Godly and world-purifiers, will 
wash me off the sins that I receive, from those who 
bathe in me . 2 My power to wash sins is thus laid 
in the powers of those that can so purify me! Do 
I understand this mystery or Maya? So, meditate 
on that Super Mystery-maker, Mystery-unraveller; 
He may show you a way out! for it is he who 
induces us into action, as well as delivers us from 
them.” 

Bhishma: “Mother, dear! Your case is different, in my 
view. He let you ‘off’ his feet for a perceptual noble 
cause, I would say, but I have been denied service 
to His feet, and denied even a loving glance or 
touch, for what holy cause, I fail to understand! 
He would not even talk a few non-political, non- 
diplomatic words to me! Would you say it is my 
Karma? My present inability to decide on the right 
course, would you attribute this to His mystifying 
mysterious powers? or to any lapses, drawbacks in 
me, in my own actions?” 

Ganga: “I am surprised that you ask me this question! 
Are you not the one who can alone answer this 
personal question? How can God act on no cause, 
the cause lying in our hands, in our selfish motives, 
and wrong earlier choices? If one does not have 
absolute, unflinching faith in his fairness, what use 
are scriptures, your studies? Try to know what you 



2 Sadhavo nyasinah shantah brahmishtah lokapavanah | 

Harantyagham tejnga sangat, teshvaste hi aghabhid Harih || 

- Sri Bhagavatam (9.9.6) 
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have done to earn that distancing from him, search 
your own heart; or ask him, himself. Is he not of 
easy access to His dear devotees?” 

Bhishma: “I must thank you for this guidance. Possibly, 
I am a sinner too. I shall confirm this for myself 
from him.” 

Ganga disappears. Bhishma prays in tears, singing 
this praise, in a mellow voice: 

Namo naraka santrasa rakshamandala karine | 
Samsara nimnagavartha tarikasthaya Vishnave \\ 3 

Now Lord Sri Krishna appears on the mind’s 
horizon of Bhishma: 

Sri Krishna: “Kurupitamaha, what ails you?” 
(He beams a smile so bewitching in its effect, that 
an already disturbed Bhishma is further endlessly 
distracted in that endless beauty!) 

Bhishma: “Lord! You visited this capital; but not me! 
You taught inimitable, nectarine words of wisdom 
in that assembly full of headstrong fools and 
obscurantists; was my place less fit for your visit? 
You visited cunning, stubborn, villainous wicked 
men; was I worse than those? You did not accept 
me as a devotee, in this! You left for your other 
devotees straight from the Royal court. What is my 
sin? What shall be the role I am to play in the war 



3 I pray to that Supreme Lord, Vishnu, who can raise circles of 
benevolent protection to those that are tormented by fears of Hell, 
and who acts like logs of wood for those being wafted in the 
quick waters flowing down, as instruments to save them from being 
drowned. 
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that you failed to avoid? You have now materialised 
in my mind by a mere remembrance of mine; that 
is your mercy or magnanimity. I cannot accuse you 
of partiality. Please guide me in the matter of the 
side I have to take in the war. Tell me, why this 
magnanimity was not shown to me by visiting me, 
this time.” 

Sri Krishna : “Should this torment you as a big 
problem to you, who have vowed to protect the 
Kaurava race?” 

Bhishma is apparently wounded by this piercing 
reference to the ‘Kaurava race’, which identifies him 
on the wrong side, in Sri Krishna’s view; the already 
wounded mind receives a further severe jolt by this 
innocent looking reference; Bhishma weeps like a child, 
sinking in courage. But he proceeds after a pause. 

Bhishma : “Lord! Do you think I am unaware of the 
fact that the Pandavas too belong to the Kaurava 
race, or that my loyalty is to that race in a cynical, 
narrow sense that is unavoidable now? Am I not 
an equal well-wisher to both the rival branches?” 

Sri Krishna : “Grandsire! Do not feel anguished by 
a mere casual reference of mine, which meant 
nothing more than an identification of glory. Now, 
if you grant that the term has a larger connotation 
as you admit, are you not answering your own 
question also in that way? Do what is good to both 
sides : it is still not too late, I suppose!” 

Bhishma is now thrown into a terrible, complex 
bundle of confusion. What did he mean by ‘not too 



Ch.l - Bhishma's Decision 



9 



late’? was he mocking at his plight that did not bring 
honour or justice to the side of the Pandavas? How 
could he please both sides at this too-late-an-hour and 
do justice to both? Honour and justice seemed to elude 
him all these days of waiting and patience. Sri Krishna 
knew this, he thought. But somewhere Bhishma’s 
conscience was pinching, and he either did not know 
what it was or could not face it, if he knew. In this 
silent dilemma, Sri Krishna continues: 

Sri Krishna : “You are the tilak, the mark that adorns 
the forehead, of the Kaurava race. Is it not reasonable 
to expect that he who creates the problem shall 
solve it himself? What logic is it to expect that God 
alone shall solve the problems that all kinds of 
human beings create or raise, in their cunning, 
crookedness or contrivance? Are you not aware that 
this is the position of anti-Godly Philosophers of 
the Sankhya school? Do you have to imagine such 
an unreasonable God, only in order to discard 
Him?” 

Bhishma : “Lord! Tell me, whether the situation, where 
you talked to all those villains, responsible for the 
present mess-up and where you avoided me, is my 
creation? My own creation? If that is your studied 
stand, why did you grant me this vision, as soon 
as I remembered you in my heart of hearts? If there 
is no objection for this mental vision, what otherwise 
was there for you to be directly before me then?” 

Sri Krishna : “Do not mix up, and reduce two questions 
into one only. If you make a tangle, no one can 
clear it!” 
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Bhishma : “It is a tangle, I agree; but I do not know 
how many questions are caught up here. Let them 
be infinite. If you will answer me, they do not 
matter in number.” 

Sri Krishna : “Let me emphasise one thing very 
clearly: Following policy principles and etiquettes 
is as much binding on princes and politicians as 
on God, even if He incarnates as a ruler. That is 
the inviolability of Raja Dharma - Cosmic Duties 
meant for all rulers as law, moral and spiritual, 
combined into one. This concerns social and political 
matters. Then there is that other philosophical, 
Vedantic question, which you raised, in the same 
context, and here is my answer : God is always 
available for all in daily direct perception. Only a 
few can see Him. The difficulty is not on His side; 
but on our side - our inability, our lack of readiness, 
our lack of instruments and perhaps also our 
insufficient urge to have such vision. There comes 
in, our Karma. God does not create special 
circumstances out of the way or arbitrarily for 
anyone’s elevation or downfall. They come to us 
all, in the course of our choices - karma - but as 
His gifts with His grace. Some use, others don’t. 
That is all. This concerns the individual’s freedom 
of choice or what the wise call ‘initiative’. You 
know all this yourself, too well, to expect any 
answer from me; am I right?” 

Bhishma : (grasping in a flash a ray of light) “Oh! I 
see!... you said in the assembly that one must 
neither dine with a hater, nor invite him for 
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food 4 ... in the context of Duryodhana it may be 
all right... But this is a clever answer by any 
standards, oh, Keshava!... or, do you include me 
also in that category of Pandava-haters? Am I not 
common or equal to both? Speak your heart clearly 
as to where I stand in your view.” 

Sri Krishna : “I am not including anyone anywhere! 
Why should I? It is for the individual to decide 
as to where he/she belongs. Do not transfer your 
problem to my account. This is a matter of 
individual choice, as I said. I advised Kama to give 
up the company of Duryodhana; did he listen? So 
what use is my advice, or my counsel? Are you 
answered? After having decided where to belong, 
all these years, you are still asking me a redundant 
question! It is yours and yours alone.” 

Bhishma : “Then, am I against the interests of the 
Pandavas? Have I so conducted myself anytime, 
anywhere?” 

Sri Krishna : “Sir, again, you have to search your own 
heart for an answer in this regard This is urgent, 
if the future should not be a perpetual regret; or 
else, history will answer it for you when it relegates 
you and your deeds into the irrevocable past.” 

Bhishma feels a dense darkness enveloping his 
vision and is nonplussed by this suggestive answer. 
Claiming to be a devotee of Sri Krishna, he still feels 
at a loss to know where he has gone wrong. Did he 



4 Dvishadannam na bhoktavyam dvishantam naiva bhojayet | 
Pandavan dvishase rajan! mama prana hi Pandavah || 
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slip in his professed equality or neutrality? Where? 
Where did fate make him place the false step? If wrong 
steps were not placed, why this equation between him 
and Duryodhana, in Sri Krishna’s eyes ? Bhishma faints 
and stretches in the bed with no control on his limbs. 
Sri Krishna, continues with a smile, to speak searchingly: 

Sri Krishna : “Grand sire! Let me give you a clue. 
Who is the real heir to the throne after your father? 
And who is heir after that? Who is really indebted 
to whom? Think for a moment; you have your 
desired answer. If you had not abdicated the throne, 
would all these miserable consequences have arisen? 
Let there be no self-deception on anybody’s part. 
Let us grant that it was your generosity to have 
fulfilled your father’s unexpressed desire to be 
united with that great lady, once the princess of 
fisher-folk. You have surrendered yourself for this 
pleasure, comfort and desire of your father. Good. 
This is a personal angle. Look at it now from a 
broader angle. What have you really given up? 
Mere comfort? Mere right to the throne? No! You 
have given up your duty, the larger duty to the 
nation, to the people, to the society, - your ‘Kshatriya 
ordained’ Cosmic Duty - for a private, personal 
cause. Is this expected of a responsible prince? Can 
everyone give up responsible duties in this way? 
Therein you have set a bad example and so you 
have landed up in this mess by your own voluntary 
act! Can love for your father swallow your duty 
to the nation? That is a major first count. See then 
this other complication you have added. You 
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crowned Pandu as the Emperor of the undivided 
Empire, after you rightly ruled that the elder 
Dhritarashtra cannot sit on the throne, for reasons 
of his bom - blindness. Good. Should this not mean 
that the Empire should go to Yudhishthira undivided, 
after Pandu? Did you not see this logic of justice 
when you yourself took that right step when Kunti 
arrived from the forest with her children and after 
their completion of education at Drona’s hand? 
Why then did you divide the empire after the 
Pandavas escaped the firetrap at Varanavata, toured 
the country incognito and arrived here after wedding 
Draupadi? Does this not mean appeasement of the 
evil? Were you really afraid of Duryodhana and his 
father? Was there a challenge to your moral authority 
or fear of its transgression? Was this coincidence 
or dull-wittedness? Why was your vision so blurred? 
Check up your conscience whether this was equality, 
neutrality, or equanimity. To this day, how does 
Duryodhana hold the other half of the empire 
without being crowned? or his father? or Kama, 
who was crowned King of Anga, by one who was 
himself uncrowned and in your own presence? Was 
there your silent consent for this illegality? Then 
again, at the infamous gamble scene, why should 
there have been so marked differences between 
your conduct and that of Vidura, in the matter of 
right ruling? Both of you studied in the same school 
and under the same teacher and the same code - 
Brihaspati! Sir, is it not the height of arrogance to 
be deluded into thinking that you are the throne- 
keeper, its protector? Is not Vidura equally duty- 
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bound? Why is he so completely detached unlike 
you? I am not questioning your loyalty, but its 
excesses; your infatuation for the evil - minded 
villainous cousins of the Pandavas. A Kshatriya is 
duty-bound to protect the weak, orphaned, disabled 
but righteous followers of justice and law. Even 
now, can you promise me that you will not lift up 
your bow and quiver against the already much- 
shattered cousins of those to whom you have been 
temperamentally indulgent thus far? Will you accept 
it as a kind of equality or neutrality? Do you expect 
God to tell you all this and guide you? Besides, 
even if he does so, do you dare follow his 
guidance? There is yet another thing I have to tell 
you, concerning your good and worldly welfare...” 

Bhishma : “Tell me. Lord.” 

Sri Krishna : “Does Duryodhana trust you? After all 
your attempts to appease him and his gang, have 
you really earned his confidence? Tell me the truth. 
Relations cannot be one sided; they have to be 
mutual. This is a metaphysical truth, which is all 
the more important to be observed in political 
wisdom in strategic matters of national interest!” 

Bhishma : “That is not my concern. It is all one to 
me whether he trusts me or doubts me. I just do 
my duty as I am doing it even now.” 

Sri Krishna : (With a derisive smile) “The silkworm 
weaves a cocoon, a golden shell of coveted thread, 
around itself, without thinking whether it can be 
a death trap or a deliverance door! Poor creature! 
It has no brains! But should a wise, learned, brave 
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warrior like you do the same unthinkingly? What 
use is learning or wisdom, then? What can Vedanta 
teach such a man? or God? Tell me the truth, 
grandsire, whether you are really so unconcerned 
about Duryodhana? To the real point of true 
detachment? Have you not made illegal concessions 
to him out of mental clouding, which you mistake 
for love? Are you really indifferent to his responses? 
Don’t you think that it is the Pandavas who are 
really so detached, after all their attempts, to please 
you by good behaviour, and have failed? Have you 
really been just to them? Do you deserve their 
confidence in you, even now? Have you ever tried 
to understand what they expect from you in the 
course of justice that you often talk of? Suppose, 
tomorrow, they come to pay their last respects to 
you and seek your blessings to fight against you 
in the impending war - does nothing happen to you, 
your conscience, or self-confidence at this moment? 
Can you still be loyal to Duryodhana, after that?” 

Bhishma’s heart breaks, and in tearful sobbing, the 
old warrior is unable to control his surging feelings. 
He sees the truth of Sri Krishna’s analysis, step by step, 
and views himself as a culprit in the court of his own 
mind, and God as justice there, delivering his judgment. 
But still he hesitates to accept the verdict out of mental 
habits developed all these wasted years. He bows down 
his head, and silently weeps. 

Sri Krishna : “I have not yet concluded : I shall inform 
you of something you may not have observed. Ever 
since I visited this capital, Duryodhana’s spies have 
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tightened their watch on you, more than ever 
before. That crooked fellow expected me to influence 
you directly or indirectly to divide your loyalty, 
which he never took for granted. Suppose I had 
visited you, your life would have been in danger; 
your character would have been assassinated and 
blackmail tactics would have started. You know 
nothing of all this! Do you not now see the 
justification for my avoiding you, even from this 
angle of political sagacity?” 

Bhishma : (surprised by this startling revelation), “I do 
not care, I am not afraid of personal dangers. But 
tell me what is my duty.” 

Sri Krishna : “I have already told you that the choice 
is your own.” 

Bhishma : “You have excellently analysed all my 
lapses, wrong doings, weaknesses and failures 
without enlightening me on the present duty, the 
way before me to honour and justice, please help. 
Lord!” 

Sri Krishna : “There are chiefly two ways before you; 
if there is a third, you have to think of it yourself. 
One way is to die on the side of Duryodhana. It 
does not matter now whether it is right or wrong. 
It gives you consistency at least, and that is the 
solace open to you on this way. You will be branded 
as the enemy of the Pandavas. You will not have 
justice on your side in this. Or else join the 
Pandavas. You may not like this now. In addition, 
you will be branded as an opportunist or as an old 
senile soldier. These will be the liabilities on this way.” 
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Bhishma : “What is that third alternative you spoke of ?” 

Sri Krishna : “I have drawn your attention to it also 
in a way; that is the path whose landmarks are still 
not known to you, as you have never followed it 
all these years. If you have courage for this, the 
future will admire you, and history will have an 
honourable place for you. Be neutral. But the 
present and future partialists to Duryodhana will 
blame your behaviour permanently. That very 
prospect might break your heart at present! That 
is what I compared to the situation of the silkworm 
in the cocoon. Coming out of it, or getting boiled 
in it, are both choices still in your own hand. Don’t 
blame God. Either way, you will stand condemned 
to blame by the world. You will have to choose 
one only, by necessity now. You will not think of 
a fourth way, open to cowards in your plight - 
committing suicide! It will wash off all your 
achievements here, so far, in this world, and acts 
as an obstacle on the way to the other world also. 
Your service to the throne, your celibacy, your fight 
for truth, your righteousness, moral courage, - all 
will be wasted as vain. You cannot return to the 
other world without discharging your assigned 
duties also.” 

Bhishma : “That is exactly my problem, my lord! What 
is that assigned duty, I am not able to concentrate 
on?” 

Sri Krishna : “Are you aware of what is going on in 
the inner circles of the palace ?” 
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Bhishma : “If there is anything other than war 
preparation, tell me, kindly.” 

Sri Krishna : “Why do you seek my kindness for this? 
A little intelligence and penetrative insight will 
bring it to your notice. If Duryodhana crowns Kama 
as chief of army, what will you do?” 

Bhishma : (relieved) “That will be a good opportunity 
for war-renunciation and neutrality. I shall never 
take commands from Kama or fight under him. 
Duryodhana knows it too well to risk.” 

Sri Krishna : “Then, Duryodhana has an additional 
reason to offer this chance of leadership, first to 
you alone!” 

Bhishma : “What is that?” 

Sri Krishna : “Testing your loyalty, your trust in him! 
If you prove it, he will succeed and be happy that 
you have destroyed the Pandavas. If you do not 
fight, with all your heart, he will succeed in 
showing to the world that you are a traitor, an 
opportunist and that at least will be his satisfaction. 
The world will blame you for the evil of Duryodhana. 
Will you accept the first Generalship under either 
of these inevitable consequences?” 

Bhishma breaks into sobs and tears, again... His 
mind becomes clouded and deformed, more than ever 
before. The conflict seems endless and Bhishma feels 
mentally tired and at the end of the path; and at last 

says: 

Bhishma ; “What shall I do?” 
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Sri Krishna : “See this from a metaphysical angle and 
there may be a way out. The soul and body have 
opposite and exclusive natures or characteristics. 
Only God has organically united them in this 
human personality, by His extraordinary power of 
doing the ‘impossible’ from the human angle. How 
far this combination runs or works is dependent on 
the Karma of the soul, alone. Is there no answer 
for you here somewhere, here ?” 

Bhishma : “I fail to understand, Lord !” 

Sri Krishna : “Let me try again. When the personality 
formed of this impossible union ends and there is 
what we call death, the soul does not carry this 
body beyond this world. Does it? Besides even the 
body does not suffer unitedly in its complex 
decomposition. The elements making it are refunded 
into their original sources - fire unto fire, water unto 
water and so on. There is refunding, repatriation 
and in military language, ‘returning to the stable’. 
Do you now understand?” 

Bhishma : (Bewildered) “How is this any answer to 
my question?” 

Sri Krishna : “Dear great Vedantin - warrior, sir! Shall 
I attempt yet again? For a prapanna, that is for one 
who was surrendered his all to God, how the body 
ends is left to the law of Karma; and where the 
soul goes is left to the law of God’s Grace; either 
way there is nothing one can do here, or weep for. 
Weeping for the body’s end will result in atheism; 
weeping for the soul will stultify surrender. A body 
nurtured in the service of evil lords is of no use 
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for the service of the Godly. That is the law. Such 
service shall not be relished by that body fed with 
the fat of evil doings. Tender coconut water is not 
relished by a drunkard; similarly, the forefathers, 
the manes in the other world, do not relish liquor 
or such other intoxicating drinks! Do you see the 
point? Both mpy be products of the same coconut 
tree, but the effects are radically different, because 
of the way, the process, the duration in which God 
as Time cooks them both. So actions’ effects vary 
in the process of Karma. Tell me whether you are 
fit for the service of the Pandavas, in your present 
make up, your complex locus of actions till now 
and in your final balance sheet of eligibility?” 

Bhishma : “I now understand, sir! I am destined to 
failure and frustration either way. No other way. 
But one question still remains. If I die in the service 
of Duryodhana, finally, how will this act give me 
peace of mind or satisfaction?” 

Sri Krishna : “Satisfaction? Must it come to all? Do 
not people die without caring for such 
consequences?” 

Bhishma : “But I want to die in your service, whatever 
side I may take. Is that possible. Lord?” 

Sri Krishna : “God knows how to take service from 
good, evil, and indifferent hands. He has that 
unique skill. If you stand on the side of the 
Pandavas, there will be one kind of polarisation, 
as most good warriors and princes will follow your 
example and desert Duryodhana’s camp. Peace may 
come on the earth, by this isolation of Duryodhana 
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and avoidance of war. If you decide, however, to 
stay on the side of Duryodhana yet, all those evil 
minded warriors of this world may rally round you 
and him for a different kind of polarisation, in 
which the Pandavas may not be totally isolated, and 
the war would be fought to eliminate evil on a large 
and decisive scale. You will be the pivot or hinge 
of this polarisation and God may use you as a 
fulcrum!! Will that not serve God? Are you 
answered? He knows how to take service, even if 
you do not know how to offer it to him? Yes?” 

Bhishma : “Have I no concerns?” 

Sri Krishna : “A prapanna - a surrenderer - has no 
such concerns finally. You will remain a committed 
servant of God here and hereafter with no personal 
concerns, after leaving them all to God. Do you 
not know all these things without my telling you?” 

Bhishma : “Sir, shall I ask you one more final 
question?” 

Sri Krishna : “Go on.” 

Bhishma : “Why have you talked of God, so far, 
impersonally? Are you not that God, yourself?” 

Sri Krishna : “What use is it to tell one who knows 
the truth? Does he need it? What use is it to tell 
one who does not know it? Will it help?” 

djb 

cx) 

Summons come from the palace quarters to announce 

that Duryodhana wants to meet the aging warrior. 



CHAPTER 2 



DURYODHANA REMEMBERS 

On the same Ashtami night of star Makha, elsewhere 
in Hastinavathi, Duryodhana is grossly absorbed in 
endless disturbing thoughts. Past memories come thick, 
crowding his clouded mind endlessly and the prince is 
closely checking where his reckonings went wrong and 
why. He counts the strength of his army again and again 
for comfort that is now eluding him. He tries to analyse 
the mind conditions of Bhishma, Drona, Kripa, Kama 
and others, to see how far he can depend on them for 
their hearty cooperation in the coming war. Who should 
command his combined forces as the joint general, is 
a question that is agitating his mind. It was not easy 
to decide by any means. Seniority, caste, loyalty, 
prowess, youthfulness, skill were all involved in this 
most tangled problem. Unanimity was most important, 
he knew. But consensus was difficult for various 
reasons. His own choice was difficult without convincing 
advice. Counsel with Kama, Shakuni and trusted brother 
Dusshasana had ended yielding no result. He was now 
alone on his peace-less bed rolling restlessly, and often 
getting up briskly to walk to and fro to the rhythm of 
his beating heart. Bodyguards waited outside the bolted 
doors. Two of his trusted servants lay hid behind the 
massive pillars of the royal bedroom awaiting unexpected 
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errands at ungodly hours of haste; he did not notice 
them; nor did they rest in spite of bouts of sleep in 
patterns of disturbance by soft feet strolling near about, 
or rumblings in the soft bed in that stillness of night. 

& 

It was a right step by the father to have sent Sanjaya 
as the royal ambassador to the Pandavas. The message 
sent was also clear and flawless, clever and crisp - that 
the cousins should better retire to the forests than wage 
a war with heavy odds at stake and powerful and 
invincible warriors on the opposite side. Was not the 
forest their birthplace, and where they sought comfort 
in difficult times, again and again? Undisturbed life 
there was more peaceful and without the expenses of 
life and blood of elders like Bhishma and Drona, even 
if these could be eliminated somehow by that cranky, 
crafty Krishna, at the end of a comfortless war, peace 
and justice being eternally elusive and ephemeral. Wah! 
What a diplomatic stroke by the blind father! Duryodhana 
laughed with a mild body-vibration to seek small 
comfort. But the reply that Sanjaya had carried back 
was a boomerang, piercing his brittle heart with sharp 
words by Krishna, so unexpectedly and firmly, shattering 
hopes of any easy victory even in that strong moment, 
as he had thought. He had the numbers, all right. He 
was sure of the help of the world’s mightiest warriors, 
including Shalya , the maternal uncle of the Pandavas, 
- all right. But of their single-pointed unity? Of their 
strict loyalty? Of their integrity? He was not certain. 
His was a divided camp - Bhishma and Kama did not 
like each others. Drona’s contempt for Kama was well 
known. Kama’s anti-Brahminism had acquired notorious 
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proportions during the siege of Virata’s capital, so as 
to receive powerful oral snubs from even an otherwise 
mild mannered Ashvatthama. Kripa’s mind was 
unfathomable, in his endless silence that had no meaning 
in wartimes and in Duryodhana’s impatience. 

Sanjaya was expected to break the unity of the five 
brothers by the message he had taken, if all had gone 
rightly. The information was that the Pandavas, at the 
end of their exile, open and incognito, had quarreled 
amongst themselves all through in two or three groups. 
Bhima and Draupadi on one side, Yudhishthira and 
Arjuna on the other side and the twins neutral in this 
wordy feud. That Krishna of inconceivable cunning had 
spoilt all his expectations by uniting them for an 
uncertain war as the only final, irrevocable final 
settlement. Did he not see which way lay might and 
usage? Why should he have interfered in a family feud 
where he had no concern? What were his words? “When 
Draupadi cried for help in that helpless state seeking 
succour, praying to me by various names like Govinda, 
Dvarakavasin and so on, I was unable to avoid that 
situation, but could only help her regain her honour 
indirectly; that debt even now remains still in my mind 
without being discharged with grown up compound 
interest, as it were!” 1 . Why should he view it so, when 
I had done him no personal harm or crossed his self- 
interests? If only that cunning, clever, crooked, crafty 
Krishna was on his own side! Ah!! He is a traitor to 
Yayati’s race! It was his message back that had now 
destroyed even the little unity that had prevailed in his 



I 



Govindeti Yudacrandat Krishna Maam duravasinam | 
Rinam pravriddham iva me hridayaannaapasarpati || 
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camp till now. Father Dhritarashtra had been felled with 
one masterstroke of this Krishna! Now this unfirm- 
minded father and this Krishna were his two undisposable 
challenges, instead of one only, as earlier. Krishna is 
for mischief, surely. Father means well, but dares not 
antagonise Krishna or Bhishma; none can predict how 
he will ruin all the plans of Shakuni, at the nick of 
time, in this fickle condition. There is that Vidura, son 
of a bitch, to add to the accruing difficulties, passing 
on unwanted advice at odd moments to weaken the 
resolve of the group-of-four, without being a camp- 
follower, as he ought to, being in the pay-roll of the 
King. He is like a cancerous growth from within his 
own body. 

Now one good thing is that he has the might of 
the Eleven Divisions of army to his back, in spite of 
all these shortcomings. What mighty rulers, and what 
strategists! Those bastards who had paid taxes to Bhima 
and Arjuna, being chicken-hearted then, and itching for 
revenge now, were all in his own basket, thanks to the 
strategies of Shakuni, his uncle! There is no fear of a 
break up of their loyalties now. Each of them has a 
grouse against the Pandavas or their mentor Krishna, 
for one reason or another - first that Bhagadatta of 
Pragjyotishapura, from the ‘eastern most city to receive 
the sun-rays, as he rises’ whose father Naraka was slain 
by this Krishna in a treacherous and humiliating manner. 
His elephants and his ‘yellow ’ 2 army - who could defeat 
them now? Next, there is Bhurishravas, with another 
division, protected by Tapas, penance-power, in addition 



2 Yellow, because Bhagadatta was a ‘Chinese’ and his army had soldiers of 
that skin-hue; China was part of Bharata Varsha in those days - says the Fpic. 
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to the physical, an unusual combination of two-fold 
strength. Here is Shalya, prince of Madra 3 , and the 
uncle of the twins, Nakula and Sahadeva! Perhaps 
Yudhishthira could never have dreamt of this in his 
wildest dreams, an uncle deserting him in the moment 
of his dire need! This adds a third division of army 
onto his side. Fourthly comes Kritavarma, the Yadava 
chieftain, with another division of army called Narayana- 
Sena drawn from Krishna’s own den, as it were! What 
a marvel of strategy to have drawn him on his side! 
This time even Krishna was deceived for the first time 
perhaps! Let now Krishna stand alone unarmed on the 
side of the hapless Pandavas and his hundred tricks will 
not be of any avail to him. Fifthly, there comes 
Jayadratha, the great Saindhava, our own son-in-law, a 
great devotee of Lord Shiva, with yet another division 
of army. No question or fear of his deserting his side. 
The sixth warrior is the King of Kambhoja, Sudakshina; 
he comes from the ‘Shaka’ clan or dynasty with a 
formidable division of army. The seventh division is of 
the Avanti Princes, Vinda and Anuvinda, twins, who 
have been wronged by Krishna, who abducted their 
sister Mitravinda, at a selection-wedding, Svayamvara. 
How can the princes forget or forgive this shameful act 
of Krishna? Then there is Nila (Dhvaja) of Mahishmati, 
who has Agni the Fire God for his son in law, with 
a terrible army, which will be the eighth in his counting. 
The five Kekaya princes of the northwestern states are 
there, constituting the ninth division. Minor rulers, 
forest chieftains, and traditional followers constitute the 
rest of three more divisions. So the army-position is 



3 Modem Iraq. 
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great and unassailable. What if Bhishma, Drona, Kripa, 
Ashvatthama have no armies of their own? Bhishma’s 
prowess is a world record; he defeated an Avatari, 
Parashurama, in single combat, and is blessed with the 
boon that he shall die of his own will and not be killed 
by anyone! Drona has the power of penance, of the 
Vedas, as well as of armours. Kripa is again blessed 
with long life that can end only when he wills. 
Ashvatthama is precious and sharp-aimed, even if short- 
tempered. Each of these is equal to several divisions 
of army put together. Then comes the most loyal Kama, 
who is the version of Arjuna on this side; blessed with 
divine missiles by Bhagavan Parashurama, and whose 
might is testified to by the entire world. 

Let this be; but how could these despicable Pandavas 
have collected even as many as seven divisions? This 
was well beyond his own expectations! Mere forest 
dwellers of one time, to collect so many? Fellows who 
were out of power for thirteen precious years, and still 
so many rulers to support them, expecting nothing in 
return ! This cannot be! This is frankly strategic failure 
on his own part, not to have isolated these vagabonds 
completely! But who are these traitors, he must still 
keep a watch on? - first, the Yadava chieftain Yuyudhana 
with more than a division, not part of Narayana Sena 
under Kritavarma; it is a complete army equipped with 
all latest weapons. Then there is Dhrishtaketu, son of 
Shishupala, serving the Pandavas under the fear of 
Krishna, perhaps; next comes Jayatsena, alias Sahadeva, 
son of Jarasandha, also in this camp under a similar 
restraint. Each of these has a mighty army amounting 
to more than a division, as is the report. Should these 
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fellows now join the murderers of their father, instead 
of using this occasion for a revenge ! Fools !! That 
way, his calculation had gone completely wrong ! 
Strange psychology ! Fourth comes the southern chief 
of Pandyas, while all the rest of southerners were on 
his own side. He is the sworn enemy of Nila of 
Mahishmati, in addition. It is too late and difficult to 
win him over. Besides, he is a blood relation of the 
Pandavas too. Virata and Drupada have two formidable 
divisions too. Then there are Chekitana, Kasi King, 
Purujit, Kuntibhoja, Shaibya, Yudhamanyu and other 
terrible warriors with considerable mighty armies behind 
them. Now this combination was against all his 
expectations ! Had he been able to finish off these sons 
of Kunti while in forest, as exiles, this situation of today 
would not have arisen. Krishna came in his way every 
time ! Every time!! 

One consolation even in this desolate plight is that 
Krishna will not wield any weapons; but still what tricks 
he will be upto, none can predict in advance. If only 
Bhishma can finish off the war quickly, all will be well. 
He can, if he wills, destroy all this ill-assorted army 
of the Pandavas in a day. But the cunning old man has 
his own unreasonable reservations. He seems to have 
vowed not to destroy them and Kama from within his 
own camp ! What shall he do with such internal 
enemies? Duryodhana went on remembering all these 
bitter memories and odds against him 

$8 

No doubt, Bhishma did not object to Kama being 
crowned as King of Anga, during the exhibition of 



Ch.2 - Duryodhana remembers 



29 



prowess of the Kaurava and The Pandava princes on 
the Arena. Perhaps he was taken by surprise and there 
was no time to think or protest. He would not have 
consented to it in a cooler moment, with advance 
information. That act might well have been one of the 
reasons for the old man’s Kama-hate. The grandsire alsq 
knows well how much Kama is his trusted friend, and 
a close adviser; he knows perhaps that his trust in Kama 
is deeper than that in the old man himself. Could that 
jealously, by any means, be a second reason for his 
Kama-hate? Kama has also added to it , off and on 
by his braggart nature and Brahmin-hatred as instanced 

often, in his own presence Duryodhana now 

remembered that aggressive scene on the outskirts of 
the Matsya capita! in that ‘Cattle-Capturing’ cursed 
episode called ‘Go-grahana’. It happened like this : First 
Arjuna appeared as ‘Brihannala’, the Eunuch, as the 
charioteer of Prince Uttara. Drona identified him and 
beamed ecstasy, out of love and partiality for his 
disciple. Even Bhishma shared that moment of Drona’s 
bliss. They talked to each other in a codified language 4 



4 This is a koota sloka reading as follows: 

Nadi jalam keshava nariketuh nagahvayo nama nagari sunuh\ 
Esho anganaveshadharah kiriti jitvava yam neshyati chadya 

gavah || 

This way of reading yields no meaning, as River, Water, Keshava, 
etc are not mutually connected. For a coded way read as : 

Nadija ! Lankesha vanari ketuh ! nagahvayo (rest as 

before) 

Meaning: “Oh river-born Bhishma, here is Arjuna, with his 
monkey-banner, come to the rescue the cows. Let us be protected 
from him. Virata Parva (39-10) 
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whose meaning was known only to the two ! Kama 
could observe that there was some treachery, some 
backbiting in this and flared up against Drona, quite 
justifiably: 

Duryodhana : “Grandsire ! Wherefore are you hilarious? 
This is no time or occasion for private jokes, or 
relaxation; even if the God of Death were to appear 
before us, we are going to fight and not be 
frightened or flattered by jokes or diversions. No 
question of returning without a fight.” 

Kama : “Dear friend ! Why worry when I am here 
with you ? Let us keep out this Acharya and fight 
in his own presence. He is our internal enemy, 
always sprinkling cold water on our war efforts and 
enthusiasm to win. At the mention of Arjuna’s 
name, he gets mesmerised, and forgets the entire 
world around him. The neighing of a horse, the 
sound of a gusty wind or any other natural 
phenomenon is enough for him as a superstition 
to discourage us, and dissuade us from our forward, 
noble efforts. What other silent or latent desires he 
nurtures in his heart, God only knows, or else he 
is suffering from some unknown fear, or, complex. 
After all, he is the common preceptor of both 
branches of the family and loves our enemies for 
his own reasons, best known to himself. Who can 
dive into the hearts of crooked Brahmins, or trust 
them ? Especially when one is in danger ? These 
parasites shine well in so called assemblies of 
scholars disputing the inessentials in grammar, 
semantics, philosophy, or in telling stories and fairy 
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tales to ignorant audiences who can be thrown into 
bewilderment by wonderful memory-exercises or in 
wordy-duels that only among themselves, some few 
can understand or in such other idle prattles. They 
are no good on war-fields. Ask them to find faults 
with faultless men, they are ready and exercised ! 
Ask them to flatter the unpraiseworthy, they are 
ready with stuff by heart, made in advance ! And 
to the occasion ! ! They may even be good at rearing 
cattle or cooking and eating; but war is not their 
field for praise or action!” 

a 

Duryodhana, at that time, neither restrained Kama, 
nor comforted Drona ! This diplomatic behaviour on 
his part was too costly to be borne later on, as this was 
a kind of encouragement for Kama to continue with 
Drona-baiting, as and when opportunities arose. Kama, 
then continued : 

“These people have no mind for war. I shall alone 
face Virata ! Am I inferior to Arjuna ? I shall get you 
his dead body now and fulfill my promise to you ! 
I can conquer even Indra with weapons granted by my 
teacher Parashurama. Drive ye away, Virata’s cattle 
fearlessly to our capital or stay in your chariots and 
silently watch, what goes on here after. I shall end up 
the war in a few minutes.” 

Kripa : “You ! Radheya ! What do you know of the 
ways of war, its contexts, consequences and 
experiments ? This is murder in the last analysis 
and so not elevated as a way of living, anyhow. 
If you jump into it without weighing the 
consequences or studying its antecedents, you will 
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ruin yourself and all of us too ! Arjuna is far 
superior to you and is unique among world warriors. 
He faced Indra alone and offered the Khandava 
forest to the God of Fire, and alone ! Have you 
done a similar feat in your life ? He engaged 
himself in a straight dual fight with Lord Shankara, 
won and obtained the Pasupata missile; can you 
dare repeat a similar act of daring ? He caught the 
villainous Saindhava, when he was running away 
after molesting Panchali, privately, like a coward, 
and taught him an unforgettable lesson. Have you 
anything to match this in your life ? He carried 
away Subhadra and faced the wrath of Baladeva 
and the Yadava forces; he married her later in his 
own presence and got his applause. Can you show 
me one such instance in your life like this ? During 
the fake ‘Counting-the-cattle’ ceremony (Ghosha 
Yatra) when Chitrasena, the Gandharva chief took 
your friend Duryodhana for hostage and kidnapped 
him in your own presence, what were you doing? 
Monkey-watching ? Was it not Arjuna that rescued 
him and saved the honour of the royal family? Tell 
me in which war you have won, alone or as leader, 
assisted by any army ? Do not rush forward and 
be killed by Arjuna : Let us all jointly attack him 
and see what best can be done.” That was mild 
Kripa ! 

Ashvatthama, the firebrand, exploded, without 
containing Kama’s gross insult to his father and the 
community of Brahmins : 
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Ashvatthama : “Thou Sutha 5 , we have not yet won 
the war, and taken possession of the cattle; in fact 
we are yet to start it; win it, and return to our capital 
victoriously; are you wagging your tail in advance? 
Even victors with justification cannot brag like you! 
Fire bums, the Sun shines, and the Earth carries 
us all silently. Nature is not given to bragging like 
you ? The Vama order, or the Ashrama-order 
criticised by you, in a foul-tongued manner, is 
neither my creation, nor yours. Is it not God 
ordained ? You and your wicked friend here, 
Duryodhana, assisted by the deceptive Shakuni, 
imposed an unfair defeat on the innocent 
Yudhishthira - let me ask you, to which of the duties 
of Vama or Ashrama, does this ‘noble’ act, belong? 
Even butchers do not brag like you, after killing 
innocent animals ! Hunters are better than you in 
modesty and humility, silently carrying on their 
inherited vocations, without norm-violations like 
you. Will you tell me, in which battle you have 
vanquished Nakula and Sahadeva, let alone Bhima 
or Arjuna ? Let alone Yudhishthira’s ! When you 
suggested to your ‘esteemed friend’ Duryodhana, 
that Panchali shall be exposed naked before all - 
tell me, at the end of which victorious war, you 
wanted this shameful trophy ? And for what brave 
end ? Do you think Arjuna will forgive you for 
this barbarous act, - that too in her helpless state? 



5 This refers to a caste, (product of Brahmin mother and Kshatriya 
father) in which Kama was brought up, though son of Kunti in 
reality. They were inferior in status to warriors and priests, but 
still respected otherwise. 
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She was in her periods, dressed in a single saree, 
and you showed no chivalry, which was expected 
of even a mean warrior, whose duty was to rush 
to her help! You ignoble fellow ! Do you not know 
that God has brought down Arjuna on earth to 
destroy foul fellows like you ? After destroying all 
the Kauravas, will Arjuna spare you ? What should 
he spare you for ? For another gambling ? For 
•another exposure of Panchali ? For another bragging? 
My father did no more than give the due when he 
praised Arjuna ! It was neither partiality nor praise 
of the unworthy - take it from me, the son of that 
noble teacher. When I am not jealous of him, why 
should you feel so, and with what merit or worth 
in you ? Arjuna is equal to only Krishna in bravery, 
archery and prowess. If my father loves him, after 
me, for his virtues, why do you suffer from 
heartburns ? Do you still want to go to war with 
Arjuna, right now? Hear, you, Duryodhana : Tell 
your uncle Shakuni and command him to defeat or 
kill Arjuna ! Don’t you think your uncle is the 
greatest warrior on this earth knowing all the duties 
of a Kshatriya, to the minutest details ? Let the 
world know, and you shall know too - that Arjuna 
does not throw dice; he only delivers arrows; and 
arrows unlike dice, do not have digital markings 
on them to deceive anyone; they fly straight into 
the hearts of the enemies openly; they will decide 
your fate like fatal planets in your horoscope, with 
your full knowledge, without playing foul behind 
your backs, or contrivances cooked up in secretive 
plans; understand? Gods like Agni, Yama and 
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Varuna, might know some mercy - not the arrows 
of Arjuna ! Understand ? Brahmins are brave in 
words - let me grant; should not a true Kshatriya 
be brave in acts ? in fight ? and in valour? Tell 
me Kama, whether you are a Brahmin or Kshatriya? 
Let all the world know you in your true colour and 
mettle !” 

Duryodhana could not endure this bolt from the 
blue any longer. He was in no mood to appeal to either 
party or appease either; he had to swallow his words. 

It was now Bhishma’s turn to join issue with Kama: 

Bhishma : “You fool! Why do you blame the Acharya? 
He has measured the skills and abilities of Arjuna, 
properly, after all ! Remember, that this is time for 
war, not waste of words. Ashvatthama, swallow 
your justified anger and forgive Duryodhana for his 
helpless muteness. Drona, Acharya Sir, you are a 
living embodiment of true Brahminhood and 
Brahmastra as all the world knows. What if an 
ignorant person of jealousy backbites ? You can 
vanquish the enemies both by your Vedic 
enchantments and arrows aimed in bows at the 
same time and you are unmatched in this. 
Duryodhana, know thou that your Acharya is no 
braggart but a man of action, unlike your friend 
Kama. Who can excel him in archery on this earth, 
other than Drona’s teacher Parashurama ? We shall 
all fight together and keep out this Kama, if he 
is not interested in war, as he seems not to be. Let 
us not kill Kama, by pushing him, unwillingly on 
his part, as fodder for Arjuna’s arrows or missiles! 
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Come, come, let us not quarrel amongst ourselves 
and be laughed at by our opponents.” 

Duryodhana had now to apologise to Drona and 
Ashvatthama, to the dislike and discontent of Kama. 
How could Duryodhana forget all this at this hour? 

& 

On Sanjaya’s return from Upaplavya carrying 
Krishna’s thunderbolt-like reply-message, again there 
was a wordy clash between Kama and Bhishma. The 
old fire was not still extinguished; how could it be ? 
the fire of mutual hate ? Bhishma had advised 
Duryodhana for a peaceful and honourable settlement, 
even at that late hour, much to the chagrin of Duryodhana. 
The advice was passed on to Dhritarashtra also for 
proper initiative and peace with the Pandavas ! 
Duryodhana was non-plussed, as never before and 
fumbled for words of retaliation then and there, in 
helpless anger. Bhishma had gone on a long discourse 
on his favourite Vedantic theme that Krishna was 
Vishnu, Narayana, Vasudeva, who came on the earth, 
to relieve its burden. Arjuna was his counter-part, Nara, 
complimenting that task, as the Vedas say. He had 
warned that Duryodhana would certainly remember 
these warning words when he would see Narayana and 
Nara appearing in the same chariot before the world, 
Narayana leading Nara to annihilate all the evil fellows, 
sparing none. He had told Duryodhana, without mincing 
words : “Your brothers will not transgress you in 
thoughts, words or action - all the ninety-nine of them. 
If you agree for peace, you will spare all of them and 
millions of innocent lives too - warriors, horses, elephants. 
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and would-be widows! Why do you not take this 
healthier second look at your own now wicked decision? 
You seemed to be innocent at one time to me; but let 
me tell you that it is this Kama, Sutaputra, and your 
brother Dusshasana who are egging you on for this 
misadventure. There is that Shakuni also to add to this 
sum total of evil woe.” 

This adverse reference to himself was not liked by 
Kama; he could pocket this open insult neither before 
all nor swallow his pride and anger privately. He 
retorted and rebuffed the grandsire in the foulest words 
of his life: 

Kama : “Grand sire ! You are going out of bounds, 
you are the real braggart; you let no chance slip 
in blaming me, and discouraging my innocent 
friend here, Duryodhana, who trusts you so much. 
Time will tell the world who is his real friend and 
who else foe. It is true that I deceived Gum 
Parashurama about my caste, in order to learn 
archery. It was by no means foul or for a bad cause; 
I had no selfish motive though ambitious of 
becoming a world-class hero. My Gum forgave me 
too; he gave me special missiles and taught me 
inner secrets of archery as a vidya. Those are with 
me, still. My teacher has been highly pleased with 
me for service, devotion and valour and also 
dedication. If he has cursed me, it is on a different 
account and it shall not affect me seriously .” 6 

6 Prasaditam hyasya maya monobhut \ 

Shushruihaya svena cha paurushena \ 

Tadasti chastram mama savishesham | 

Tasmat samarthofsmi mamaisha Bharah || 
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Bhishma : “Fellow, let me tell you and the world in 
advance, that even the Shakti which you obtained 
from Indra, in exchange for the ear-rings and coat- 
of-arm bom with you, will not remain in your hands 
for proper use at the proper time because of your 
thoughtlessness, unguardedness and lack of foresight. 
Not only this, even the Sarpastra (the Naga missile) 
still being worshipped by you, will leave your 
hands in vain, in untimely excesses and your stupid 
vows serving no one. I am sure Krishna knows 
every way of protecting Arjuna from you and your 
weapons; you will surely die at Arjuna’s hands. 
What use are you to your friend Duryodhana, whom 
you have egged on to this unwanted war ?” 

Kama walks out of the council hall in fury 
protesting in loud and uncontrollable voice : 

“Grand sire. Let the world know this for once - 
I shall not participate in the war, until you die; this hand 
of mine will not lift up my bow or arrows as long as 
you live ! Friends, ye all, know this firm vow of mine!” 

Everyone, including Bhishma, had been stunned, 
by this, each in his own way for different reasons - 
Bhishma for Kama’s barbarity and lack of manners, his 
aggressiveness and deep hate; Duryodhana for fear of 
its consequences, and the short temper of Kama, who 
had so spoilt all his efforts for unity, in one stroke of 
thoughtlessness. He wouldn’t call it ingratitude however, 
in his partiality for his friend, which could not be 
rationalised even in cooler moments; even Kama’s 
friendly courtiers had been upset by this loss of temper 
by Kama at so crucial a meeting requiring one voice, 
one resolve, and one determination. 
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At the end of this session Bhishma loomed large 
in Duryodhana’s mind as a big question mark, whose 
loyalties, intentions or commitments he could not find 
out or trust. “Two so called ‘well-wishers’ fighting so 
shamelessly or aimlessly - how could they be of positive 
use ?” - The prince was lost in this dilemma into the 
bottomless quagmire, never again, to rise up till after 
all the war was over ! 

Hb 

Later still, the latest episode also had revealed 
cracks in the fabulous might and ‘unity’ of the Kaurava 
forces. Duryodhana, for his own personal satisfaction, 
had wanted to know who were the Rathis, Ardharathis, 
Maharathis, Atirathis and Rathathirathis and so on. The 
scale, measured in those terms in those days, to show 
how many one could kill in the war, how many days 
one took to see the end of it; what divine weapons and 
missiles one had, to achieve this end etc. The count 
included plus points in the hero’s life and achievements, 
as well as minus points, so that a balance-sheet would 
show where one stood. Though subjective by nature, 
the measurement was inevitable to build self-confidence, 
as well as count the real stakes waged in the war’s 
unpredictable nature. Not all knew all modes of fight, 
all weapons, and none possessed all the skills in totality. 
There was nothing unusual in Duryodhana asking his 
grandsire to tell him these confidential details. Was not 
Bhishma the grand commander of the combined forces? 

It was a confidential meeting from which Kama 
could not be precluded, even for tactical reasons. Not 
that Duryodhana had possessed the much needed tact 
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at that time, as never before. Wisdom and impetuosity 
rarely go together! The question resulted in an 
unmitigated disaster : For Bhishma, though in truth, 
highlighted the virtues of all others and pointed to 
Kama’s weaknesses and lapses to count him as less than 
an Ardharathi , without including him in higher grades. 
That inclusion, even hypothetically, would not have 
altered the situation either. Bhishma was not given to 
cajoling or peroration; Kama was not used to truth being 
told without embellishment, and Duryodhana was not 
accustomed to hearing unpleasant truths. The three 
conjointly produced a conflagration that not all waters 
of Varuna would have quenched or brought down. 
Bhishma went on : 

“This Kritavarma is an Atiratha. Shalya is one too. 
Bhurishravas, surely is one other. Saindhava is twice 
as mighty as the Rathis. Kambhoja King, Sudhakrishna 
is a mere Rathi. Your son Duryodhana, and your 
brother’s sons are allowed as Rathis by me; Kripa is 
an Atiratha. Shakuni is mere Ratha; the five Trigartha 
princes can be counted as Rathis, along with Nila of 
the South. Ashvatthama is, no doubt, a Maharatha . But 
there are drawbacks in him. He loves life more than 
death, which is a disqualification for a Kshatriya ! Here 
is a Brahmin playing that role by a twist of destiny that 
renders him ill-qualified for the description I mentioned 
and so I can count him neither as a Maharatha, nor as 
an Atiratha or even as a Ratha. Drona is in a different 
category; though Brahmin by birth he excels even 
Atirathas. Though aged he has the skill of youth and 
the enthusiasm for war, unusual for his age. But he loves 
Arjuna more than he loves his own son ! Yet he can 
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give his own life too for his son. It can be a weak point 
on his side in this war. Kama’s son, Vrishasena is an 
excellent warrior too. Now this Kama here ! How shall 
I describe or count him ? It is he who is always egging 
you onto war. He is very uncouth in words and 
manners; very rough and unpolished; impolite and 
impetuous. He is a braggart of the first order and is 
ready for any mean act unbecoming of a noble warrior. 
He is now your unofficial counsellor, minister and 
guide, commander-in-chief also in a way ! You have 
honoured him more than he deserves, and elevated him 
to posts unworthy of him. He cannot be classified as 
a Ratha or Atiratha either. For, he is dispossessed of 
the divine ear-rings and armour on his chest, which he 
had by birth. He is too unthoughtful in generosity and 
can give anything to anyone, anytime. His compassion 
is thus a drawback in him. Added to it is the curse of 
his preceptor Parashurama, so that he cannot remember 
the proper ‘mantras’ for the right missiles at the hour 
of his need. What use is he for you now ? At the most 
you can count upon him as half a Ratha.” 

There was nothing factually, analytically wrong in 
this estimate. But Kama’s pride had been deeply hurt, 
touching his psyche. The tone of Bhishma, the way he 
had thrown those words at him, and the context and 
company had all given Kama a totally different import. 
Truth can hurt more than falsehood, can it not ? Kama 
had retorted most violently : 

“Pitamaha ; I have never wronged you in my 
memory. Search your own heart too; but you hate me 
with no reason; I can only call it malice. I had tolerated 
your tauntings all these days, for the sake of my friend, 
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Duryodhana. For that matter, you are that Ardharathi, 
of which you are accusing me. Being partial to our 
enemies, the Pandavas, you have always been unfair to 
Duryodhana and he does not know it yet. He trusts you 
too much, in spite of your treacheries. When you so 
abuse me and others on Duryodhana’s side, loyalists in 
truth, what can be your real intent other than pull our 
legs, meanly ? Is this not a traitor’s real characteristic? 
Do you think that one becomes Maharatha only by age 
or blood-bond? For a warrior, might is the only measure 
of standards. You have become too senile and infirm 
to be trusted or honoured anymore. Have you not heard 
that the seniority of Brahmins depends on learning, 
character and the power of manthras, just as for 
Vaishyas, it is capacity for trade and the wealth amassed 
that determines priority ? It is only for Shudras that 
age or seniority by birth is considered proper. By 
bringing this unjust standard into our midst, you are 
causing confusions and confoundments. You are an 
agent of the Pandavas in disguise, in our midst. Rest 
for a while and see with your own eyes, how I shall 
destroy the might of the Pandavas and settle this war 
in my friend’s favour, without your participation.” 

Kama then throws a side-glance at Duryodhana and 
vows : “My friend, let this old hag die first, doing you 
no more harm. Only then, I shall fight to finish this 
war. That he shall die soon is a truth in my view.” 

Bhishma : “Get out you fool ! I have defeated my own 

Guru in war, unlike being cursed by him like you! 

The world knows who is who.” 
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Duryodhana had to ask for Bhishma’s pardon, to 
the chagrin of Kama. 

It was a past episode, with pregnant significance 
for the present and the future. Duryodhana could not 
know where this disunity would lead him. He stopped 
moving to and fro and lay down on his bed. 

The night was slowly giving way to daylight in its 
tireless war, in the scheme of time also ! The star at 
day break was Purva Phalguni, and had been thought 
proper for the choice of a leader for war on his side, 
by consensus. His servants were reciting the usual 
praises as he was still in bed, in musical voices, to the 
tunes of instruments, pleasantly in harmony. He got up 
and honoured them with jewels and ornaments as usual. 

An errand boy came to him, on his way to the bath, 
to tell him that his brother Dusshasana was waiting to 
be closeted with him. 



CHAPTER 3 



WHO WILL COMMAND 
THE FORCES ? 



Dusshasana bowed low and stepped aside with a 
downcast face indicating that the job he was entrusted 
with did not yield positive results; Duryodhana inferred 
as much, and was perturbed. He walked silently to the 
council chamber, with his brother following him without 
a word. Guards kept their watch outside while 
Duryodhana went about that chamber to make sure that 
there was no spy inside, and then the talk began : 

Dusshasana : “Brother dear ! My efforts have failed 
totally. I could not persuade Kama to join the fight 
under Bhishma, as he stuck to his vow taken in 
haste after that final frustrating, irritating situation. 
He will not be of any use for us, in this war at 
all, it seems. He says that this is a matter of personal 
prestige and that there is no compromise on this. 
He is upset that Bhishma could not appreciate his 
loyalty to our cause all these days and is sure that 
there is no further possibility of the old man 
realising it, let alone appreciating it ! Who will 
comfort him other than the old man himself ? He 
says that both of them are already one foot in their 
graves!!” 
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Duryodhana : “What did I hear ? Are they possessed 
of the death-wish, and are not confident of victory 
on our side ? This' is a bad omen ! See the tight 
comer in which I am caught. It looks as if I have 
to lose one of these heroes on my side. If I crown 
Kama as grand commander, Bhishma will definitely 
use this pretext to renounce arms at last, as he is 
already half-hearted. Or, at least he will unnecessarily 
talk about the desirability of peace and 
rapprochement even at this late hour. His platitudes 
of ‘equality’, ‘cooperation’, ‘unity’ etc will destroy 
the morale of our father and of the army also. If 
Bhishma opts out, Drona and Kripa too will lay 
down arms. Ashvatthama will follow suit. Shalya 
and Kritavarma are unpredictable as opportunists, 
as there is no binding reason for them to be on 
our side. This will destroy even the little unity our 
army has. So I cannot afford to antagonise Bhishma 
and push him to the option of neutrality. Kama does 
not have a big following anyhow, and so the 
damage will be less if he keeps out in spite of my 
persuasion. Let him join at his will, and we shall 
wait, and see if time can heal his wounded feelings. 
I have done him no wrong personally anyhow, 
anytime; on the contrary, I am perhaps his only 
solace in his desolate life so far. I shall wait 
therefore.” 

Dusshasana : “Brother ! Can you not call the grandfather 
and make him say something that may look like 
apology for Kama ? cannot he personally request 
Kama to join us in the war ? Will that not solve 
our problem ? Do you think Kama will sulk even 
after that?” 
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Duryodhana : “Brother, if life were all theory, we could 
have solved all our problems on the black board! 
In the first place, I cannot call the grandsire to 
where I am; that will be violation of protocol, and 
at this age, the old man feels insulted even with 
slight variations. In the second place, he will take 
no suggestions from anyone. He can only issue 
orders. In the third place, he is the last person to 
apologise even obliquely. Fourthly, he has such a 
lot of contempt for Kama that he does not want 
him under him even as an obedient camp follower. 
So where does our problem get solved ? Besides, 
I have already begged of him of a similar step on 
an earlier occasion. Do you know what he said to 
me, then ? ‘Duryodhana, your stupidity knows no 
bounds. You have never listened to any of my 
advices all these thirty-six years, because of that 
friend of yours, who has brought you to this 
situation. Do you think it proper that I should ask 
of him this forgiveness that you suggest, now ? 
Why should I demean myself at this age, for 
anyone’s sake ? What do I care whether he remains 
in your camp or leaves it? I am not your servant; 
do you expect me to be your friend’s servant, even 
after this realisation by you ? I am bound to the 
throne of Royalty of Hastinapura because of my 
word to my parents only. You seem to have 
misunderstood its spirit. Perhaps long life is a curse 
on me. I am with you only because of a straight 
jacket of a tangled situation of irony and not out 
of any soft consideration for you. Do not rake up 
the past, or irritate me too many times. Enough is 
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enough. Let that Sutaputra be first crowned as 
Army General and die first. If Arjuna spares any 
of your army for the second day, then I shall take 
over, and do what little can be done !’ After that, 
do you think the old man is still negotiable ? He 
is the least enthusiastic of our warriors. He can only 
fight mechanically with no determination to win the 
war for me. If I speak more, he will resort to his 
usual tactics of lecturing on Dharma to my 
impatience and aversion. That will spoil my mood 
also. Let us try something else. Have you requested 
at least Kama’s sons, followers and friends to join 
us ? At least this he shall not prevent?” 

Dusshasana : “I have tried all that; they all insist on 
Kama’s being sworn in as Grand Commander first, 
as a condition for their joining us. They talked of 
the old man in abusive words ! ‘What wisdom is 
there in crowing first an unwilling old man on the 
verge of death, when there is an enthusiastic hero 
ready to bring victory for sure ?’. What can I say 
more ?” 

Duryodhana : “What did you answer ?” 

Dusshasana : “I said that propriety requires age to be 
respected first; that is the priority always, I said. 
I even praised the old man to support my view by 
quoting his plus points and war records.” 

Duryodhana : “What was his response ?” 

Dusshasana : “He was further irritated !” 

Duryodhana : “Let us leave Kama now to his wisdom 
and discretion. We cannot antagonise or lose the 
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old man on any count in our present set up. Tell 
Kama that whatever may be his reservations on the 
war participation, he must attend the war council, 
as otherwise it may demoralise our cadres.” 

Dusshasana : “That I shall ensure.” 

djb 

Duryodhana again walked towards the bath. The 
sun was rising on the horizon... a servant brought an 
urgent message 

“Sir ! Prime minister, Vidura, is going on a 
pilgrimage within a few moments from now.” 

Though this did not irritate the prince as an 
unexpected news, and so did not upset his poise, the 
timing made him deeply pained as it was not a good 
omen. Duryodhana changed the course and straight went 
to Vidura’s place. The wise man had finished morning 
ablutions, and was distributing charities, in a deeply 
absorbed mood, so that he did not even notice the prince 
approaching him or standing by his side. Vidura’s 
composure, piety and disinterestedness brought envy to 
Duryodhana’s mind. Then the Prime Minister noticed 
him. 

Vidura : “Come, Prince. I would have come to you, 
had you but sent a word to that effect. Why did 
you take all this trouble ?” 

Duryodhana : “Sir ! I heard you are on a sudden 
pilgrimage; is it fair that you forsake me at this 
hour on such a pretext ?” 

Vidura : “Prince ! I am happy that you have 



Ch.3 - Who will command ? 



49 



condescended to call on me. But let us see reason: 
I am anyhow a useless burden on you. I am only 
for name’s sake your Prime Minister; you have 
others unofficially in that capacity, already. They 
will never forsake you until death. I am an old man, 
of old times and policies, forsaken by you at every 
step, in this now deeply tangled question of war 
and inheritance of power. What use am I even if 
I postpone the pilgrimage ? Your bad times have 
not arrived like a bolt from the blue, all of a sudden. 
They have been specifically, fatally invited by you 
and your camp, almost with a plan to perfection, 
not only for you, but also for your race and all 
the mankind of the entire world. I have never 
forsaken you; you have ditched me in other 
preferences and brought upon this disastrous war. 
Why do you accuse me of desertion ? I am still 
prepared to stay back and abandon the idea of 
pilgrimage, if you promise me that you will arrive 
at an honourable settlement with your cousins even 
at this late stage. I shall be your ambassador this 
time instead of your other ones. Let us all, elders, 
then together leave on pilgrimage, leaving politics 
and administration to younger, wiser, hands. 

Duryodhana : “Nobody can prevent the war !” 

Vidura : “In that case why do you come to me to stop 
me from a programme, so dear to me ? Am I 
a warrior ? How can I help you militarily ? You 
have rejected my diplomatic services to you ! Now 
Bhishma, Shakuni, Kanika, Kama and others will 
jointly look after whatever your needs may be. 



50 



Those Eighteen Days 



Perhaps you do not require them even, as you are 
able to do the needful all by yourself ! I cannot 
remain as a mute citizen to daily, avoidable deaths, 
in their millions to report to your blind father. 
Others can do it better for some consideration. Let 
not history blame me. If you do not want to live, 
at least allow me to die in my own way. Are not 
our ways different hereafter ?” 

Duryodhana : (Enraged) “Are these the words of one 
in the payrolls of the Hastinavati administration? 
Does not a Prime Minister have a duty here ?” 

Vidura : “God knows, who is on whose payrolls ! 
Arrogance is no good for anyone. Salt consumption 
leads to drinking more water ! That water need not 
be of the capital only. I wanted to save you and 
so stood by, all this while. Even now I stand, as 
I said. But death-wish is what none can save one 
from. A man intent on suicide, throws himself into 
the sea, with a heavy stone tied around his neck, 
but calls upon someone on the shore to save him! 
Does he have brains ! sir ? Are you serious in 
saving yourself ? Paradoxical talking on the 
doorsteps of death is not uncommon. I pity you, 
boy.” 

Duryodhana : “Go to hell then, or wherever else you 
please.” 

Vidura : “There was no need for you to come all this 
way to my place so to advise me ! I am going to 
pilgrim centres, after all, and not to Hell. Hell is 
in Kurukshetra; so tell me who is going to Hell?” 



Ch.3 - Who will command ? 



51 



Duryodhana : (Scornfully) “A woman in a housewife’s 
position but with a harlot’s mentality, cannot be 
prevented from foul sex-play even by a well 
intentioned, liberal or tolerant husband ! What can 
I do to wean you back ? Go, go your own way.” 1 

Vidura is deeply stung by this vulgar comparison and 
retorts with an equally powerful metaphor. 

Vidura : “I am reminded, too, of a sixty year old saintly 
Brahmin and his teenaged wife, with a bad character. 
She does not relish chastity, as her mean mind 
craves for lewd or lecherous sex contacts; what can 
the husband do ?” 2 

Vidura turns away from Duryodhana, and 
re-engages himself in distributing charities, without 
lifting up his eyes. Duryodhana had appeared to his 
visionary eyes as a mere breathing corpse, and so Vidura 
began shedding tears, for his inability to save the family 
and the cousins. Duryodhana misunderstood this as the 
immediate reaction to his piercing words, and so 
escalated his abusive words to his heart’s content, to 
none of which Vidura would reply, even by a single 
word. Duryodhana was on his way to bath for the third 
time to be prevented again. 

$ 



1 Sa Yatrecchasi Vidura ! Tatra gaccha | 

Susantwita hyasati stri jahati || 

2 Na shreyase niyate mandabuddhih \ 

Stri shrotriyasyeva grihe pradushta \ 

Dhruvan na rochet Bharatarbhasya \ 

Pathih Kumarya iva shastivarshah || (Udyoga Parva) 
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There was another message there with more bad news! 

Duryodhana : “What breaking news ?” 

Messenger : “Baladeva, too, is on a pilgrimage, Sir !” 

Duryodhana : “What sayest thou ? Has everyone gone 
mad ? Why do these fools resort to pilgrimage at 
this odd, vicious hour ? Who set them this moment 
as auspicious, uniformly ?” 

Baladeva himself comes that way to meet 

Duryodhana, to inform him of his resolve, personally. 

Duryodhana wondered with fear for more inauspicious 

news, and his heartbeats went up. Baladeva begins the 

talk: 

Baladeva : “Duryodhana, you seem to have chosen war, 
at last ?” 

Duryodhana : “Not at last ! It was decided long, long 
ago by fate ! Master, I am in no way responsible 
for it, you know.” 

Baladeva : “I know nothing. Nowadays I do not 
understand anything of whatever is happening. 
Leave me to my pilgrimage, anyhow.” 

Duryodhana : “Teacher Sir, do you prefer pilgrimage 
to assisting me in my hour of need, this war-time?” 

Baladeva : “I do not like this stupid war at all ! Why 
should you decide upon this dangerous and 
unpredictable war as the only course of honourable 
settlement ? I am to expiate for an unknowingly 
committed sin of mine. To me this is more important 
than assisting you.” 
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Duryodhana : “What did you say ? ‘Sin ?’ Did you 
commit one ? When ? Where ? How did it happen? 
Who prescribed this expiation for you ?” 

Baladeva : (Looks around to see if no one is within 
the ear’s reach, and then proceeds with a heavy 
heart, slowly): “Yesterday morning, I was doing 
physical exercises as usual near that pond outside 
the town. I felt like easing my bowels. I went aside 
and sat to clear myself. From somewhere, a decrepit 
old cow ran towards me in mad rhythm, as it were. 
I had done it no wrong, but it wanted to pierce 
me with its horns as it were. I felt for something 
round me, to threaten it with and drive it away - 
a stick, a stone, a piece of rubble - anything. 
Nothing was within reach except a dried piece of 
clay-lump, a piece of hardened earth, brittle though. 
I grabbed it and threw it at that cow !” 

Duryodhana : “What happened ?” 

Baladeva : “The cow died then and there, perhaps even 
before that lump of clay touched it !” 

Duryodhana : “Shiva, Shiva ! So you killed a cow!!” 

Baladeva : “That is what my brother Krishna also said; 
but see....” 

Duryodhana : “But why should Krishna also say the 
same thing ? How did he know it ? ” 

Baladeva : “Because I told him what had happened, 
soon after ! He thought over it deeply and said, 
for one who had committed cow-slaughtering as a 
sin, the only way open for self-purification is 
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pilgrimage for a long time.. .But see, that I did not 
actually kill it. Do you believe a dried piece of 
earth, can kill a cow ? Is it a weapon ? It was 
no more than like a piece of straw ! I just wanted 
a threatening gesture in a closed hand at it, and 
thoughtlessly caught what was available. But the 
mysterious cow died ! Should it have ?” 

Duryodhana : “Why do you say mysterious cow ?” 

Baladeva : “Because it was not there on the spot, soon 
after I washed myself and came there to see, if it 
had really died !” 

Duryodhana : “How unbelievable ! Are you sure, 
someone else did not dispose of it while you were 
washing yourself with your back to it ?” 

Baladeva : “Absolutely.” 

Duryodhana : “There is some magic or sorcery in this! 
(slowly realising its significance): Did you say 

Krishna prescribed this purificatory act ? Where 
was he when he so advised you ?” 

Baladeva : “Krishna came on that very spot in a few 
minutes, as I was in my bewilderment ! I told him 
all and he said that.” 

Duryodhana : “Now I understand all !” 

Baladeva : “What do you understand ? What is there 
to think about it ?” 

Duryodhana : “There is everything to think about if 
one wants. See things sequentially this way : Here 
a war is decided, with the actual date to commence 
to be fixed shortly. I am your disciple. You are 
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unpredictable of temperament. Possibly, you would 
join sides with me, now that Kritavarma and his 
army are on my side too. Then this happens - you 
go to clear bowels; this mysterious cow, from 
nowhere, springs a surprise on you, by materialising 
in a moment of your helplessness, to be killed with 
a pinch of dried up dust. Soon, it disappears from 
the surface of this earth. Then comes Krishna at 
that very spot, in that most ungodly hour and 
prescribes your exile in the guise of 
pilgrimage don’t you see a planning ?” 

Baladeva : “I fail to understand the head or tail of what 
you are saying ! Do you think this is Krishna’s 
magic, Krishna’s trick ?” 

Duryodhana : “I leave the inference to you !” 

Baladeva : “What use is it for me to draw the inference 
in your suggested way ?” 

Duryodhana : “What is there otherwise, for anyone 
with common sense ?” 

Baladeva : “Keep your common sense to yourself, let 
me begin my pilgrimage tomorrow morning, alone.” 

Duryodhana : “Sir, is it proper for you to leave me 
to my own fate and run away like this ?” 

Baladeva : “You have your excellent company in 
Bhishma, Drona, Kripa, Kama, Shalya, Shakuni, 
Ashvatthama, Kritavarma and Bhurishravas ! You 
do not require me at all. Besides, I shall not fight 
against Krishna, as I have never questioned his 
wisdom anytime. If I stay back at all by any 
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miraculous circumstance, I shall fight necessarily 
your forces, by being on Krishna’s side, or abstain 
at the most. Let it be clear.” 

Duryodhana : “Then you had better hurry up with 

your plan of pilgrimage.” 

Balarama : “I do not need anyone’s permission or 
approval.” 

djb 

c£> 

The war council of Dhritarashtra is in full quorum 
and in full swing. The old blind King, though uncrowned, 
is seated on the royal golden throne bedecked with the 
choicest of gems and jewels. He is like a blot on it, 
in his external and internal blindness, and with his sense 
of fairness put out completely; no one notices this 
incongruity, there; for, all seats there, are more or less 
in similar conditions only - unworthy men on worthy 
seats ! Bhishma, Drona and Kripa on one side; on the 
other side, the empty seat of Vidura stares at all, even 
in its blankness. Kama, Shakuni and Kanika are on the 
other side. Kama sits for a few seconds and gets away 
on some pretext, so that there are two empty seats there 
to stare, with none to fill them both factually and 
symbolically. The Division Commanders are distributed 
on either side. Duryodhana sits near his father, just one 
step below, but above all others, to be within the 
whisper of the King. Now starts the council. 

Dhritarashtra : “Prince. Tell us of our preparations for 
the war and name all the Divisional Commanders 
and sum up the positive points in a highlight, 
briefly. Then we shall formally appoint them in 
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their posts and offer royal gifts and honours. Let 
this assembly know who the Commander-in-Chief 
is. 

Duryodhana : “Yes, sir; there is nothing to fear; 
nothing that anyone would pity us, for not 
possessing. We are capable of defeating the enemies 
and win the war decisively and quickly . 3 Your good 
self has no ground for doubt or despair. Our army 
is in excellent form and morale to defeat the enemy 
and kill their leaders. See the way, the terms 
Yudhishthira offered for peace, for instance. He said 
he would be contented with five villages to withdraw 
from this war. As if we were willing to offer even 
that much ! It shows the demoralised condition of 
the enemy’s mind. He has not enough divisions of 
army on his side; he does not have one good, world- 
famous warrior to lead that even ill-assorted army 
for name’s sake. Even Krishna’s army is on our 
side; thanks to our diplomacy. An old imbecile 
Krishna cannot wag his tail as all his tricks are 
exhausted; He is a spent force by any account. Our 
enemies are famished what with long bouts of exile, 
and consequent hardships. They do not have trusted 
friends, except a few old, helpless blood relations, 
who would any day die, even without participation 
in the war. Bhima is there, you would say. But he 
is not given to practicing like me all these thirteen 
years. Besides, he is not sharp. His roughness is 
actually a weakness. In a mace fight, it is not might. 



3 Na bhetavyam maharaja, na shochya bhavata vayam | 
Samarthasma paranjetum balena samare vibho || 
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but skillfulness that matters. I possess all these and 
more qualifications. Who can defeat Bhishma, who 
vanquished his mighty teacher Parashurama himself? 
He can leave his mortal body only on his own free 
will, in addition. So no question of killing him or 
defeating him. Drona is bom of no woman, like 
Kripa. He has the power of the mantras also in 
addition to the power of bow and arrows. Kama 
is the equal of Bhishma and Drona and has won 
the appreciation of Parashurama, even. Kama, now 
possesses a shakti in the name of Indra for the pair 
of useless earrings and the coat of armour; this 
latter is a matter for some apprehension. But he 
has the serpent weapon, with its own romantic 
history which all of us know too well for narration 
here. Bhurishravas has the power of penance in 
addition to traditional weapons of warfare. Saindhava 
is blessed by Shiva, Lord Rudra. Our combined 
forces mean eleven divisions. Brihaspati prescribes 
that one should fight with an army, one-third the 
size of one’s own. We shall leave aside the 
exactitudes of theoretical prescription. In strength, 
in equipment, in strategy and in sheer numbers, we 
are superior by all standards. Now to some 
metaphors; Yudhishthira is going to be the sacrificial 
animal in this war, looked at from a ritualistic 
angle. Myself and Kama are the Dikshits - the hosts 
playing this sacrifice. The chariot is the altar. The 
sword is the left laddie ; the mace is the right one, 
its counterpart. Our armours are the skin covers, 
made of deerskin. Bhishma, Drona and others are 
the officiating priests, calling upon the gods to 
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arrive, propitiating them with offerings, and pleasing 
them with Vedic songs appropriately. Arrows are 
the Darbha grass to be scattered over everywhere. 
Then we have an additional force- namely that of 
occult power, of black-magic and incantations to 
bring about the desired results from gods under 
compulsion if not under sweet impulsions. The 
Pandavas, our enemies do not have it. Then come 
to Krishna. He is like a cobra without fangs now. 
All his army with us, by a thoughtless choice he 
threw at me by his own free will. The Pandavas 
are emaciated, have lost popularity and army power. 
However long the war may drag on for some 
unforeseen reason or unexpected experiences, it 
cannot last for more than a month at the most. 
Where are the food and weapon supplies of the 
enemy to pull on for so long ? Victory is ours, as 
Pitamaha has assured.” 

Duryodhana continues : “Drona gives two months for 
the war; if responsibility is thrust on him. (With 
a meaningful side-glance at Ashvatthama) This 
friendly fiend claims only ten nights to finish, if 
the responsibility is entrusted to him ! Kama is 
otherwise engaged today, so his absence here is 
understandable. He thinks five nights are enough 
for him to eliminate the enemy.” 

(Bhishma roars with disapproval and eyes the 
speaker as if he would bum him then and there for this 
bragging.) 

(Kama’s supporters reply to it with a mightier 
collective roar to outwit Bhishma, having waited so long 
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to show their disapproval of Bhishma being chosen for 
this first honour of leading the army. As if this 
meaningful-roar and counter-roar affair is lost on him, 
Duryodhana proceeds calmly) : 

“I have given you the picture as it is, of our position 
in contrast to that of our enemies. Armies are on the 
march. Several contingents have already assembled 
around Kurukshetra, and more will arrive shortly. The 
chieftains and strategic segments of the army will move 
there in auspicious moments from our capital.” 

Duryodhana paused, looked at the Divisional 
Commanders and then proceeded slowly but firmly : 

“Warrior - Chiefs par excellence ! I know each one 
of you is by yourself fit enough to be chosen the chief 
of the armed forces ! But practicality requires one only 
to be so chosen. That is time’s constraint, and I am 
really sorry.” (He winks his eyes towards a waiting 
servant, to give the signal:) 

Well dressed orderlies carry trays containing precious 
gems, jewels and Tambula and other auspicious offerings, 
move about rhythmically to the tunes of war songs, to 
the accompanying beat of drums, and approach the 
divisional commanders. Maidservants follow them and 
bring costly silks and other royal presentations in a 
queue before the prince. Duryodhana comes down, 
applies Tilak on the faces of each of those leading 
warriors and offers all those presents and symbolic 
offerings to signify the royal recognition, by special 
offers of well dressed swords to them. They bow down 
to the blind King in a ceremonial parade and go back 
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to their seats. The spectators are thrilled by this 
once-in-a lifetime scene. 

Now who is that lucky chief of Army ? Everyone 
waits eagerly. The followers of Kama are seen with 
downcast heads, meaning what it should to all ! The 
choice is already made, and it is unpleasant to them, 
signifying Kama’s absence from the scene !! Drona, 
Kripa, Ashvatthama beam smiles of satisfaction, to 
increase the sense of humiliation felt by the followers 
of Kama, very unbecomingly, of course, showing a 
divided army polarised on caste bias; truly Dhritarashtra 
was blessed with blindness, for once, not to have known 
this mute drama and its meaning. 

Duryodhana waits for the most silent and calm 
moment to make the announcement. Others are all now 
looking only at him for that moment. Here goes he: 

“You are all anxious to know that chief’s name : 
Who else could it be other than Bhishma Pitamaha !! 
In a way, curiosity ought not to be entertained in any 
quarters - as justice and honour belonged only to him, 
our grandsire. It was a mere formality on my part to 
have confirmed your expectations.” 

(All clap for long, in endless waves of joy.) 

Bhishma has tears in his eyes, as if to acknowledge 
the faith the council has in him; and the non-betrayal 
by Duryodhana, as he had feared, in preference for 
Kama. Silent parleys had indicated erratic choices, 
earlier. To Bhishma this was a matter of personal 
prestige rather than the consequences hereafter in the 
council hall or the war-field. Not that he was not 
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enthusiastic about the job so given to him. But others 
had doubted that because of his old age. Now the agony 
was at an end. 

Dusshasana heaves a heavy sigh, signifying the end 
of a crisis. Only Shakuni is cynical and expects penal 
consequences from the other side. He takes care not to 
open his closed eyes, for the last half-hour, lest someone 
should read his fathomless mind. His son Uluka, is 
seemingly indifferent, knowing his father’s nature, and 
affecting equanimity and usualness. 

Duryodhana : “Friends, do not mistake this honour to 
the old sire as mere formality, or the offering of 
a mere ornamental position as at the end of 
Rajasuya, where Krishna was honoured. There it 
was inconsequential; here it is a terrible responsibility 
entrusted to the most worthy of warriors assembled 
here. Now all the rest of us, including the King, 
and myself are all required to be obedient to the 
sire.” 

“Victory to Bhishma” - the assembly shouts. Bhishma 
is extraordinarily honoured with shawls, silks, ornaments, 
jewels and gems and a glittering sword by the prince. 
He hands over the Royal Seal also here. Bhishma’s glory 
is sung by the court-bards in appropriate songs made 
for the occasion, by royal poets. Arati is held to the 
old man’s face by the royal womenfolk. The divisional 
commanders kneel before Bhishma, swear loyalty, touch 
his feet and their swords, and take oaths of secrecy of 
army secrets and absolute obedience and co-operation. 

Conches blow and war-drums and kettledrums beat 
in chorus, conveying this news to heavens, as it were. 
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Duryodhana, settles in his seat, heaving a relieved 
sign to signify that his worries are at an end, and that 
Bhishma has now no reasons to back out of responsibility. 

Dusshasana recedes into the sides, silently. Shakuni 
is still not satisfied, completely, perhaps. Drona and 
Ashvatthama do not seem to be untouched by any of 
these rituals. 

The Assembly awaits the speech of Bhishma, 
eagerly. He gets up slowly but with dignity. He glances 
at the empty seats of Vidura and Kama; he knows what 
they mean now. Bhishma slowly begins : 

“Even before I start, I would like to know if there 
is any one here who opposes my nomination, or 
elevation to this honour.” 

He sits down !....a pause.... uncomfortable 

moments At last a voice : “I oppose. ..not Bhishma’s 

choice; but the war itself.” 



CHAPTER 4 



YUYUTSU EXPELLED - 
BHISHMA’S VOW 



The voice repeated : “I oppose the war. Bhishma’s 
choice is redundant. The prince has misled the house 
by giving false, bloated and one-sided information. 
Elders gathered here will be appreciated if they make 
efforts to avoid the war, and not engage in it. Mine 
is an insider’s voice and not that of the enemy. Since 
Bhishma threw the choice open for anyone to speak, 
here I am on my feet.” 

Everyone could now recognise that it was Yuyutsu 
- the only son of Dhritarashtra outside the royal circle 
of family, speaking. He was bom of a Vaishya woman 
and so kept outside the hundred other sons, though 
affection, good treatment, upbringing and respect were 
not wanting in the palace. All respected him for his 
wisdom and sanity of views, though they did not like 
him for his ‘head-long’ attitude, which meant 
straight- forward ness in the saner views of others. 
Bhishma had great regard for this hundred-and-first son 
of the King and had often wished that he should have 
been the first-born to claim Prince-hood. Dhritarashtra 
listened with eagerness : 
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Bhishma : “Speak my boy, without fear or anxiety.” 

Yuyutsu : “Sire ! Everyone expected you to be so 
chosen as the grand commander of the army. But 
since you threw the occasion open for different 
views, here I am, respecting your wise step. Sir, 
I submit this view : We have put the Pandavas 
through unspeakable hardships, including attempts 
to murder, molestation and deprivation of their all, 
by dubious means. Gambling is no war and no 
dignified activity. At least now, we should honour 
our own word and return to them what they have 
been robbed off, all these thirteen years. Fairness 
of deal alone can avoid this wasteful war, in which 
millions of innocent lives are unnecessarily going 
to be lost, for the sake of one man’s false prestige 
and headstrong-ness. Sire, you are morally powerful 
and if you raise a strong voice against it, even at 
this late hour, I suppose we can avoid the disaster. 
Secondly, Sire, let me ask you, whether you would 
like to fight the Pandavas, in your heart of hearts? 
Ask your conscience and speak. Sire, Drona, are 
you ready to kill your dearest disciples ? Sires, 
Kripa and Ashvatthama, do you really approve of 
this evil act - fighting with the already too-much- 
oppressed ? Is it Dharma for you ? Thirdly let me 
put the record straight. Kama has not attended this 
meeting, not out of any other valuable engagement; 
how could there be one, in this town ? But because 
of his dislike and disrespect for the grand sire. He 
has vowed that he is not available on the war-field 
till you die or lie down ! Does this mean well for 
us ? Kama is under the curse of his own Guru - 
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all the world knows it too well to forget. How can 
we win, when the elders cannot put their hearts into 
this bloody war, and the braggart that has egged 
on the prince suffers from curses without remedies? 
Lord Krishna has been grossly underrated by the 
prince. This is a fatal miscalculation. Krishna is 
God, and he needs no weapons to eliminate evil. 
He can do so by his mere Sankalpa or will. He 
has no selfishness, or partiality. We have already 
attempted humiliating him once, in the Royal court, 
when he was here as our cousin’s ambassador. 
Arjuna is the greatest hero on the earth at this 
moment, possessing Divine Weapons, without 
number. We have had tastes of defeat at his hands 
plentifully in the immediate past memory of our 
misadventures to humiliate them. Besides Arjuna, 
Bhima and Panchali have uttered severe words of 
vows to avenge the wrongs perpetrated on them. 
Does anyone think they would forget or forgive ? 
Did the Yuvaraja calculate or deliver a correct 
picture of these wronged heroes? Nakula and 
Sahadeva have conquered two quarters, one each 
in recent times ! Why does not the prince mention 
these plus points on our opposite side ? Let us not 
count the strength arithmetically. It is not army 
strength or strategy that is going to win ultimately. 
It is the backing of Dharma, of God alone, that 
counts. Shall I still count other minus points on 
our side ? Shikhandi - brother of Panchqli - is Amba 
incarnate, with the vow of eliminating Bhishma; 
Dhrishladyumna her other brother, is destined to 
kill Drona, as the oracle said at the time of his birth. 
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Arjuna has Kama as target in his well known vow. 
I shall let out the ultimate secret of defeat in this 
war, by a bombshell of a revelation - Kama has 
vowed that he will not kill the five Pandavas, 
particularly the four others than Arjuna!” 1 

Duryodhana disbelieves it ! Others are stunned !! 
The followers of Kama vociferously declare that this 
is a blatant lie !!! Yuyutsu stood there holding his 
ground both literally and metaphorically expecting new 
challenges. He was watching Duryodhana all the while. 
No one knew how Yuyutsu came to possess this secret 
if he did ! Yuyutsu proceeds : 

“If what I say is not true, let Kama be summoned 
here, and let him deny it in the name of truth. I shall 
provide proof then. Until then this oral denial by others, 
however much well orchestrated or fabricated is of no 
use. Let me proceed. So.. .that is why all our so-called 
war heroes are terribly afraid of touching the Pandavas, 
or even near them. Reason ? Dharma is on their side! 
Grandsire, Maharaja, Do not pay attention to this insane 
prince’s words. If he is certain that Dharma is on his 
own side, let him answer where is the need for 
necromancy or occult power to be used! Our forces are 
weak, incomplete and unjustified in their cause. Time 
is still not too late to act to prevent this war. Let the 
Pandavas be summoned, and justice meted out to them.” 



Yudhishthiram cha Bhimam cha Yamou cha Arjunadrite \ 
Vadhyam vishahyam va samgrame na hanishyami te sute || 

Nirarjunah sakarna va sarjuna va hate mayi | 

Na te jatu na shishyanti putrah pancha yashaswini || 

(Udyoga 146-20) 
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Most in the assembly appreciated this balanced 
estimate and advice, full of self-restraint and reason. But 
nobody had the audacity to clap. So the speech went 
without a physical gesture of appreciation. 

Bhishma was deeply impressed with the youth’s 
performance and had tears in his eyes. Duryodhana’s 
anger rose loudly, first because of the unwanted speech 
and secondly because of Bhishma’s admiration for it, 
which had spoilt all the effects he had carefully built 
up with his concocted speech full of lies and 
exaggerations. Shakuni was highly impatient and unlike 
his usual self, he was about to rise to snub the youth. 
Duryodhana now rose to fulfil that hint. 

“Grandsire ! We have crowned you as chief of the 
army; you have accepted this honour also. The divisional 
Commanders too have been appointed and honoured. 
Nobody had invited this headlong youth to oppose the 
war or permitted him so to speak. His words are totally 
irrelevant here. Those that like his words and views 
shall go out and chalk their course. Only others shall 
remain with us here.” 

Yuyutsu was satisfied that he had just done what 
his conscience dictated; and without regret walked out 
with his followers. He too was a warrior, as nobody 
knew, and had a considerable consignment of an army. 
Only Duryodhana had heard about it. Now he could see 
this miracle, as a foretaste of many more to happen, 
perhaps. He knew too that in the hour of his need, 
Yuyutsu and his army would not be helpful to him. 
Though he pretended that this walk-out or banishment 
was no loss for him, he could not avoid feeling that 
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this was a bad omen, right in the beginning, signifying 
what such omens did. 

Dhritarashtra felt perturbed, as his conscience 
told him that what Yuyustu had said was true; but he 
wanted truth to be otherwise and pleasant on his side; 
that was not to be - to be wicked and yet be happy! 
Now Bhishma stood up to speak : - 

Bhishma : “Oh, King, Prince, ministers, Divisional 
Commanders, well-wishers of the Kuru-race, there 
was nothing improper or out of the way in what 
young Yuyustu said. It is unfortunate that our Prince 
does not like it, even at this last moment. This war 
preparation, this crowning of me as the Army Chief 
- all this has not brought any satisfaction or peace 
to any sane headed person wishing well by us. I 
have never shunned duty if it is God-ordained and 
come to me naturally on its own. God is not the 
prime initiator of any actions. That initiative is in 
our hands only. God prompts us to proceed, and 
then punishes or rewards us individually and then 
counter-balances our efforts in the direction of the 
world’s well-being as an after-act. Otherwise, sin 
and merit would accrue to Him only and land Him 
in blemishes of partiality or hard-heartedness. So 
do not say that this evil war is thrust on us by Him. 
Then, how has it all happened is what all of you 
know, all these years. I am not blaming myself or 
you at this stage. This final scene is complex, 
complicated and above our best understanding and 
is perhaps God-ordained in its present form. That 
is why attempts to avoid it by last minute appeals 
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and attempts to set right our thinking behind it, are 
repeatedly failing. We have done our best in one 
direction, but things are happening in the opposite 
direction only. No use discussing this any further. 
At present, you have all unanimously reposed your 
faith in me, by approving of my leadership, and 
I thank you for it. My thanks are due to the Prince 
and the King too. I am old, but strong, as the world 
knows. It is long since I participated in a war, true. 
But my daily bodily exercises, and practice of use 
of weapons has gone on without interruption, daily. 
This body is owned by the Kaurava race and is 
prepared to fall and spill its blood in its service, 
in its defence and in its glory. Except Sri Krishna, 
none in the opposite camp can stand before me. 
Arjuna, at the most, may come up to me and stand 
for a few seconds. But he cannot win over me. So 
I shall do my very best. You all know too that 
I can die only of my free-will and no one can force 
it on me. That is my father’s boon. Now Yuyutsu 
asked me some valid questions and I have to answer 
them to clear confusions and state my position 
openly, straight and beyond misunderstandings. 
I also would like to make some oaths in the 
presence of the entire world as represented by this 
assembly. Let no one blame Bhishma here or 
here-after. I gave up the claims to kingdom for the 
sake of my father and vowed to remain celibate 
and beyond political ambitions and I have kept my 
vow, justifying my acquired name of ‘Bhishma - 
the terrible’, though my original God-given name 
is ‘Deva Vrata’. I am under no one’s obligation. 
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fear, favour or prejudices. I follow only my own 
conscience and am responsible only to myself and 
to God in my decisions. Now hear me: 

(1) I vowed to stand as Protector of the throne, not 
under any external compulsions, but as consequential 
to my vow, my promise to my father. Let not the 
prince here misunderstand my loyalty to the throne 
as loyalty to him. The two are different. The other 
branch of the family. The Pandavas, is related 
to me in the same equal way. It is good and 
providential that they are on the path of Truth, self- 
sacrifice and Goodness. But I am in no way 
responsible for their present sorrowful plight, in 
spite of their inborn goodness. That story is not 
relevant here. But you should all know my scope 
and limitations on taking sides in the war, after this 
knowledge. I have promised to fight on this side 
but the other side must also be treated equally. 
I am however caught up in a spiritual crisis in 
discharging my duties equally. 2 Though I can 
destroy all mankind, all beings of all the worlds 
in a single moment, it is not fair. This crisis and 
how I resolve it come under my own account, in 
God’s book of Justice and not another’s. So, after 
weighing all consequences, all causal factors, all 
personal accounts and spiritual considerations, 
impartially and equally, I have come to this 
unalterable decision:- 



2 Yathaiva hi bhcivanto me tathaiva mama Pandavah || 
Samyoddhavyam tavarthaya, yatha me samayah kritah || 
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a) I shall not kill the Pandavas under any 
circumstances! 3 

But 

b) I shall eliminate no less than a ten thousand of their 
soldiers by fair fight everyday 4 

2) Now, hear my second vow and also for the sake 
of reconfirmation of what most of you know 
already. I shall not fight a woman, a man dressed 
as a woman, a man with a woman’s name and so 
on. There is such a figure in the army of the 
opposite side. If you all take care to see that that 
figure does not appear before me, it is well for our 
army. Otherwise, I have to lay down my arms and 
be rendered unfunctional thereafter. My long use 
is thus in your hands, now and hereafter.” 

Pitamaha sat and wiped his sweating face. 
Duryodhana felt like struck by lightning! 

Bhishma went on and dropped another bombshell: 

“If these conditions are not acceptable to the Prince, 
he is at liberty to offer my present position of leadership 
to Kama, as he is a close competitor of mine as 
instanced quite often” 5 

The audience was stunned and sat still, with no 
response. Duryodhana was nonplussed and shrank into 
himself in an endless reverie to check where his 
calculations had gone wrong: 



' Na tvevotsadaniyo me Pandoh putrah, Janadhipa || 

4 Tasmat yodhan hanishyami prayogena ayutam sada | 

5 Kamo va yudhyatam purvam aham va Prithvipate \ 
Spardhate hi sadatyartham Sutaputro maya rane || 
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What use is it if Pitamaha goes on killing all other 
warriors and spares the five Pandavas ? How will the 
war come to an end ? In what form ? Will the Pandavas 
keep quiet all the while, meanwhile ? He cannot be 
questioned about it in the open assembly, after his own 
praising of that old man, thus far. Kama is lost on his 
side, anyhow, for the length of time Bhishma is on the 
war- field! Is it true that Kama has, too, similarly vowed 
to spare the Pandavas ? Why would Yuyutsu tell a lie? 
What is this mystery about Kama ? Is it merely a 
blackmail tactics by Yuyutsu ? Is he a spy ? a double 
agent ? Why has Kama not told him this truth so far? 
Now Kama cannot be questioned, too, as the war nears: 
Now Bhishma’s conditions must first be rendered null, 
at any cost - Shikhandi must be engaged elsewhere, 
throughout the war. Let others kill the Pandavas, under 
Bhishma’s direction, at least, if he cannot himself do 
this. Strategies should so be worked out. Bhishma shall 
at least catch the five brothers, captive, if he cannot 
kill them. This will not violate his vow. Bhishma should 
not be allowed to do anything that will help the 
Pandavas indirectly. Or else, Bhishma must have meant 
to destroy the armies of the Pandavas and send them 
to the forest again ! Clever old man! We should be 
helped and his name must also not receive a cloud of 
doubt or blot! That must have been his idea. Let the 
future be undecided at this stage, success being neither 
in the hands of the old man, nor in the hands of Krishna; 
there is Shakuni to take care of its direction and goal. 
Bhishma shall be left to himself. 

While this reverie went on, the King got up and 
the session ended, all dispersed without the actual date 
of the war being fixed. The camp of wicked ‘three’ - 
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Shakuni, Duryodhana and Dusshasana, went into a 
separate secret closet. 

That night was impassable for the blind King and 
Vidura was not available for consoling words of 
confidence, as he had left for pilgrimage. The King 
could not grasp the real intention of Bhishma, the sire. 
He could have followed Vidura’s way, easily. Did he 
mean helping the Pandavas while being within his own 
camp, as a secret agent ? What would be the 
consequences? There was no comfort in an unpredictable 
future, compared with which the irrevocable past was 
even more terrible! What to do ? 

Dhritarashtra sent for Sanjaya through the door boy. 
Sanjaya, the trusted charioteer appeared and sat at the 
foot of the King: 

Dhritarashtra : “Sanjaya, I am disturbed... how may 
the war end ?” 

Sanjaya : “ Maharaj! Why is your good self so much 
worried about its end, when it has not yet started? 
Why this agitation ?” 

Dhritarashtra : “What will happen to my sons ? What 
omens do you see ? What is your interpretation of 
them ?” 

Sanjaya : “Maharaj! War is no picnic, and all soldiers 
are going to be wiped out. Gandiva, the bow of 
Arjuna, seems to be the instrument of God in this 
catastrophe. What if Lord Krishna does not use the 
Discus ? Have you ever heard of three Divine Fires 
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assembling on one chariot ? Arjuna, Krishna and 
Gandiva ?” 

Dhritarashtra : “ What can I do now ? What is my 
duty ?” 

Sanjaya : “Stop the war, Sir, stop it! It is not yet too late.” 

Dhritarashtra : “ That is ruled out; my son will not 
listen to me.” 

Sanjaya : “Do not say that sir; an evil fellow must 
be controlled with all means open - even punishment 
or banishment; anything . 6 Thirteen years ago what 
happened. Sir ? When Panchali was pawned? as 
a lifeless object or a dumb domesticated creature, 
Sir, you were happy like an unthoughtful, 
irresponsible fool of a youth! You wanted to know 
if your son had won her away, even before the dice 
was thrown! It is the fruits thereof you are suffering 
from, now . 7 

Dhritarashtra : “Did I behave so shamelessly ? I was 
not aware! Let it be. But you have seen the 
Pandavas’ war preparations, their enthusiasm, and 
their army strength directly. You are well aware of 
lapses and drawbacks on our side too. Tell me, tell 
me, in comparison and reasonable guess, how may 
this war end ?” 



6 Sarvopayaiah niyantavyah sanugah papapurushah | 

7 Idam jitham, Idam labdham, iti shrutva parajitam \ 
Dyutakale, Maharaja ! smyase sma kumaravath || 

“This wager is won over, so much has been obtained” said Shakuni 
and having heard this, O King, you smiled and felt happy like 
an idiot boy.” 
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Sanjaya : “Certainly Sir, I can answer you, here and 
now; but I am sure this will enrage you and destroy 
even the little peace you have. Besides, you may 
develop malice for me for speaking the truth. I shall 
therefore speak out my mind if Guru Vyasa and 
queen Gandhari are here with you, when you hear 
me. Please arrange to have them here.” 

Dhritarashtra’s anxiety increases; so he sits up 
straight from the bed and rings the bell near his pillow. 
A maidservant appears from behind a pillar and says: 
“Glory be to the King. What is my duty, Sir?” The King 
says loudly : “Call the queen here.” In a little while, 
she arrives by the side of the King in haste and 
confusion to know what emergency has taken place. 
Sanjaya does not lift up his bowed head. The King 
remembers Veda Vyasa, in rapt contemplation and the 
sage appears before him. The room gets illuminated in 
a moment by the electrifying personality of the Saint 
and all stand up in reverence. The King is helped and 
the queen too, to stand up. The sage clad in forest 
clothes and deer skin wears a water-gourd in one hand 
and wooden sandals on feet and shines like the Sun, 
or several lightnings bunched in one. Sanjaya touches 
his feet and prays for blessings. Gandhari says something 
to that effect orally and bows down, followed by 
Dhritarashtra. All sit down now. 

Vyasa : “Son! Did you call me ? What is the matter?” 

Dhritarashtra : “Sir, I put a question to Sanjaya and 
he said that he would answer it only in your 
presence. I had no alternative.” 
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Vyasa : (Smilingly), “What sort of a question is it to 
require me as a witness for Sanjaya to answer ?” 

(Looks at Sanjaya) : Dhritarashtra repeats his question 
and Sanjaya’s conditions for the answer he knew. 

Vyasa : “Is that all ? Why so much anxiety for so simple 
a question ? A wise man is one who thinks of pros 
and cons before launching on a course of any 
action. Political sagacity requires this presence of 
mind all the more. Instead, if one starts something 
rashly, mechanically, selfishly and without a thought 
of future consequences, he will come into deep 
troubles. How many times should I tell you this 
precious truth ? (Looks at Sanjaya.) Sanjaya, 
answer the King’s question freely without fear. Let 
me see what it is.” 

Sanjaya : “Preceptor blessed ! My respects to you. This 
is all that I can visualise by your grace. Lord, my 
King, do not ask me such risky questions again and 
again. I see the entire world on one side of this 
war. Sri Krishna alone is seen on the other side; 
and he weighs heavier in the scales than that other 
side in the balance. Where there is Truth, observance 
of Cosmic laws and respect for it, where God- 
ordained limits and finite rules of cooperative living 
are not violated - only there stays this Govinda, 
Sri Krishna. That is to say that victory is on that 
side only where Krishna belongs; Krishna’s 
belonging is conditional thus on Truth, Laws, 
Morality and other Primordial Values. He is the 
Creator, Preserver and Reabsorber. Now.... He 
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wishes to destroy all the Kauravas and their camp. 
That is clear in my mind’s eye. This is none of 
my subjective interpretation or wishful thinking - 
It is what I clearly see on my mind’s horizon 8 . 
Do not be under the illusion that He does not handle 
the dice, this time. He is handling all the wheels 
of Time, the rotating Worlds, and the Cycles of 
Progress and Regress, by the sheer urge - Sankalpa 

- eternally. That is what Yogins say is Atmayoga 

- which means His Divine Nature, Divine Purpose 
and Divine Function . 9 He applies relations proper 
to Death, Time and the accumulated Karma of 
individual beings and nature to roll them all in a 
direction, which only He can endow, to world-flow 
for his ultimate purposes, which are unquestionably 
in the direction of auspiciousness only. It is like 
a farmer who ploughs the fields, sows seeds, grows 
corn, cuts the grown yield and cooks grains to eat 
them. Each act and step leads to the next, leaving 
nothing disconnected or into meaninglessness. 
Nothing is negligible or ignoble in his view - even 
Death, War and Devastation. The most trivial of 
our acts are all mopped up into a grand complex 
of orderly, meaningful, interconnected links and so 
what we mourn as loss, violence, disaster and 
separation loses these human colours, when seen 
from His angle. It is strange and ironical that this 
work-a-day world views upon this Lord Krishna as 

8 Adharme niratam mudham dogdhumicchati te sutan \ 

v Kalachakram jagacchakram yugacchakram cha Kesavah | 
Atmayogena Bhagavan parivarthayate anisham || 
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one among our own mortals. Does he have to make 
efforts to destroy the world ? 10 I speak this truth 
here and now. He is the Lord of all, life and death, 
living and nonliving entities. But still He works like 
a farmer (or carpenter) with other accessories so 
that the ordinary, uninitiated folk are fooled about 
His Truth or Personality. Only those that surrender 
to him can tear through this veil of mystery (illusion 
or Maya) and see Him in His own identity.” 

This complex reply involving symbolic language 
and metaphysical truth is hardly understood by 
Dhritarashtra. But one perplexity bites into his heart: 
If Krishna is God as Sanjaya is maintaining, how is 
it Bhishma does not know ? If he knows it, how can 
he fight against Krishna in the opposite camp ? Why 
can’t he himself understand all that even Sanjaya is able 
to know ? This mystery haunts again and again the old 
King with no resolution. 

Dhritarashtra : “Sanjaya, I do not understand why so 
much fear has filled your fragile heart to tell me 
this simple truth. It is not that I do not know this 
at all. But your conviction, beyond the wavering 
vagaries of the mind is not what I possess. How 
could you achieve this firmness of mind, and how 
do I not have it, is a mystery that eats into my 



10 Kalasya cha hi mrityosch jangama sthavarasya cha | 
Ishate Bhagavan ekah satyametat bravimi te | 
Ishannapi Mahayogi sarvasya jagato Harih \ 

Karmani arabhate kartum kinasha iva vardhanah \ 
Tena vanchayate lokan maya yogena Keshavah | 

Ye tameva prapadyante na te muhyanti manavah \ 
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heart. Actually, I am the son of Vyasa. While you 
are only his disciple - how come you are more 
finely tuned of heart, than my poor self?” 

Sanjaya : (With eyes filled with joyful tears), “Lord, 
you must neither be angry nor envious of me in 
this regard. I do not know deceptions; nor do I 
entertain malice for anyone; I am neither ambitious 
nor depressed because of non-possession of things 
that you have. That may be one qualification of 
mine for God’s truth being firmly rooted in my 
heart. Vedantic wisdom may be easy of access but 
difficult to keep. If the mind is full of the holes 
of desires, hatred, lust, avarice, infatuation and 
ignorance, this wisdom gets leaked, leaving the 
mind empty then and there. All learning is of no 
use for a heart so deprived of strength and character. 
Dharma is not for show, but for practice. Externals, 
exhibitionism, ostentations cannot fool God. One 
requires the eye of the Veda, the true Sastra, too, 
in addition to uncorrupted devotion to know Krishna 
as God Janardana and not mere man. 11 You may 
have also studied the same scriptures. But learning 
must mature into wisdom of the Character of 
Intuition or Direction to vision - Sakshatkara - to 
yield Experience. This is what I have, due to my 
guru Vyasa’s blessings. The rest of the inference, 
is for you to make.” 

Dhritarashtra : “Do you say that I have no devotion 
to Keshava ? Am I wicked and given to showy 



II 



Mayam na seve bhadram te na vritlia dharmam achare \ 
Shudda bhavam gato bhaktya sastrat vedmi jcmardanam || 
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practices ? Am I crooked of soul and ill-intentioned 
to others ? What are you suggesting ?” 

Sanjaya : “Sir, these are questions for which answers 
must be searched in your own heart and by you 
alone ? How can I speak for you, Sir ? Bhagavan 
Vyasa is here before you and me; Decide before 
Him in your own true heart.” 

Dhritarashtra is silent and exposed; he is heart 
broken; Gandhari is struck with fear at the suggestion 
of the elimination of all her sons in the war, as Sanjay 
tells, and silently leaves the room. 

Vyasa speaks : “My son, Dhritarashtra, what Sanjaya 
has said is all true. He has intuited God, no doubt, 
unlike you. God is available in experience only by 
pointed, undistracted devotion. This path is called 
Ekayana 12 . A fellow discontented with God, given 
positions of power and wealth, can only get into 
the mouth of death. How can such fools lead others, 
being themselves blind ? Think well of these words 
of advice. If you want the impending disaster to 
be avoided, have a course to God, follow His 
guidance and with firm faith.” 

Vyasa disappears. Sanjaya remains with the blind 
King, who keeps on weeping throughout the night. 




12 Esha ekayunah pantha ... 



CHAPTER 5 



DHRISHTADYUMNA 
AS PANDAVA CHIEF OF ARMY 



When the royal mission of Sri Krishna failed, 
Yudhishthira lost all hopes of peace and honourable 
settlement. Sri Krishna had narrated in detail all the 
foolish words of Duryodhana and Duryodhana’s attempts 
also to imprison him in vain : 

Sri Krishna : “Yudhishthira, do not think I had gone 
there with any illusions that my advice would be 
heeded or that they would see reason. I just wanted 
to do my duty with that one last attempt, so that 
later on I should not be blamed for that lapse, 
otherwise on my part. Efforts must be made against 
catastrophes even when hopes wear out; that is 
wisdom . 1 But those fools stuck to their stupid 
untenable positions”. 

Krishna had narrated how he had set out on Kartika 
Revati star on that Dwadashi day of the brighter half 
of the month, in the morning; how he had halted at 

1 Na mam bruyuh adharmishtah mudhah hi asuhrid janah | 

Sliaklo navarayat Krishnah samrabdhan Kurupandavan || 

“Let not, immoral men say, out of ignorance and unfriendliness, that 
Krishna, though able to have prevented the war, did not try at avoiding 
this fratricidal war between Kurus and The Pandavas”. 
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Vrikasthala to receive a grand public reception where 
Vasistha, Narada, Vyasa, Parashara, Baka, Dalbhya and 
other sages had assembled to receive him; how in the 
next halt Duryodhana had, too, arranged for a reception 
with temptations to draw Sri Krishna on his side, and 
how he had refused that reception; how in the capital, 
arrangements for his stay had been made at Prince 
Dusshasana’s palace; how he rejected not only that, but 
also honours at Bhishma’s , Drona’s and other camps, 
to stay with Vidura finally; how Vidura personally went 
to the blind King’s palace to inform of His arrival and 
pleaded for success of the royal embassy; how at last, 
Vidura had tried to prevent his going to the court, as 
vicious attempts could be made to humiliate him, harm 
him and even eliminate him. 

Yudhishthira : “What happened in the assembly ?” 

Sri Krishna : “Bhishma put lots of pressure on 
Duryodhana and his father for an honourable 
settlement. Duryodhana refused to budge. Bhishma 
walked out in protest”. 

Yudhishthira : “Did they not attempt to harm you ?” 

Sri Krishna : (smiling) “Why would they not try it? 
They did indeed! First he tried humiliation and had 
ordered that none should stand up to honour me 
as a mark of respect, when I entered there”. 

Yudhishthira : “Alas! was this in waiting for you, for 
our sake ?” 

Sri Krishna : “But their attempt failed, I was indeed 
honoured, so”. 
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Yudhishthira : “How was that possible ?” 

Sri Krishna : “The King himself stood up to honour 
me; then all followed suit ! 2 

Yudhishthira : “Then ?” 

Sri Krishna : “The world’s mightiest rulers from far 
and near had all assembled there along with the 
wisest of sages and saints. Alas! They were not 
expected, and so there was no seating arrangement 
for any of them. Their coming, further infuriated 
Duryodhana, as their presence would add to the 
pressure I was exerting, and his foolishness published 
on large scale for all the world to know! But I 
refused to be seated unless all others were provided 
proper accommodating arrangements. Bhishma now 
took the initiative and fulfilled my stipulation. Then 
they brought for me a golden seat, usually described 
as “Sarvato Bhadra” , that is, ‘secure and firm in 
all respects’. 

Yudhishthira : “Then ?” 

Sri Krishna : “Then I went to be seated.... (Krishna 
remembers something and is filled with joyful 
tears!) 

Yudhishthira : “Proceed Krishna; what followed then?” 

Sri Krishna : “There was spread on it a white piece 
of wool, covered with soft deer-skin. Vidura, out 
of grand love for me - oh! Vidura!! - suddenly got 



Sahaiva Drona Bhishmabhyam udatishthan mahayashah | 
Uttishtati Maharaje Dhritarashtre janeshware || 

Toni rajasahasrani samuttasthuh samantatah || 
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up, went to it, stopped me and checked up the seat 
by moving his palms over there, to see if it was 
free from poisonous insects, pricking material or 
any other harmful thing like an explosive or occult 
substance! 3 Nay, he himself sat on it, felt relieved, 
got up, seated me and then went back to his own 
seat!!” 

Yudhishthira : “Prabhu, Krishna, that possibility was 
there, now that one sees the sequences, one by one! 
How wicked of them, mean of them! Tell me then, 
what happened”. 

Sri Krishna : “I told them all that I had to tell - starting 
from the history of the Kuru race, its greatness, its 
Dharmic temperament and character, its precedents 
by royal examples, and the present predicament of 
its survival or total perishing being in the hands 
of the present rulers. I appealed for total cessation 
of hostilities, and the need for cooperation and 
collective efforts to strengthen the empire. I even 
drew the picture of how even Demons and Danavas 
and Asuras could not vanquish a united Kaurava 
force comprising the sons of Dhritarashtra and 
Pandu. Then I held another angle and argued that 
millions of innocent army men, horses and elephants 
shall not be killed because of the stubbornness of 
one man, and the world filled with widows and the 
world washed in the deluge of their hot tears 
Lastly, I argued for your case and made a list o 
all your sufferings at their hands. I warned that the 

3 Viduro manipithe tu shuklaspardhyajinottare \ 

Samsprishan ascinam Shoureh , mahamatirupavisat || 
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Cosmic laws of Dharma would assert themselves 
sooner than later as the Age of Kali was approaching 
and that it is better to bow down to that law, one 
and all. 

Yudhishthira : “Did uncle Dhritarashtra listen patiently? 
What did he reply ?” 

Sri Krishna : “He pretended fairness and feigned 
advice to his son. Bhishma and Drona too advised 
the arrogant Prince”. 

Yudhishthira : “Then ?” 

Sri Krishna : “What else then ? Duryodhana could only 
be angered by all this unwanted interference in his 
arrogant and foolish position, already taken, and 
vented that anger on me. He asked me : ‘Why do 
you all prescribe peace only for me ? Why don’t 
you tell Yudhishthira the same ? Can he also not 
avoid war on his side, by resorting to the forests?’ 
- he roared. He asserted that justice was on his side, 
and denied any violation of Dharma at all. He 
wagged, too much, his tail to boast that he was 
ready to face even Bhishma, Drona and Kama on 
the other side, of the Pandavas'- His army, he 
claimed, was strong in good numbers and in sound 
morale to fight even Gods - he said ! Look at this 
strange argument! He says that when the nation was 
partitioned, he was too young and taken for granted. 
Nobody then consulted him, he says. Now he is 
mature to see that the act by Bhishma was immoral 
and that the entire empire belonged to him only, 
by right, as the eldest son of the eldest brother, 
namely his own father! So where is the question 
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of parting with the lands ? Even so much as a point 
of land that can be pricked with a needle cannot 
be given to the Pandavas; that is the just position, 
according to him. He gives to nothing, advice, 
learning, persuasion, warning, threat or legality!” 

Yudhishthira : “There is nothing new in all this old 
story. Did nobody point out the weak links in this 
chain of worn-out arguments”. 

Sri Krishna : “Everything was done, but to no 
purpose”. 

Yudhishthira : “How did you end your word ?” 

Sri Krishna : “I had to speak sharply and list their 
attempts to murder you, bum you, molest your wife, 
and humiliate you in the forest in various ways. 
‘Was all this Dharma ?’, I roared and exposed his 
wicked intentions to all the assembled wise-men”. 

Yudhishthira : “That should have been of some 
consequence at least ?” 

Sri Krishna : The consequence was so strong, that the 
pack of four wicked men feared that Dhritarashtra 
would announce parleys, summon you all and hand 
over your portion of the empire back to you! They 
wanted to arrange a counter plot and it required 
some time. They walked out of the assembly, and 
decided to arrest me, and keep me prisoner for life, 
so that this problem could never again be raked 
up by any one else. I knew this, and so I suggested 
a counter step, when they walked out”. 

Yudhishthira : “Counter step ? What could it be ?” 
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Sri Krishna : “I had suggested that Duryodhana be 
arrested and handed over to Yudhishthira : There 
was quite some possibility that everyone would 
urge that this was the most proper course to be 
taken to avoid the war. I wanted to add Kama, 
Shakuni and Dusshasana also into the list of 
rowdies to be arrested, so that peace could be made 
possible. See, Gandhari was ready for this! Would 
you believe ? She held her husband responsible for 
all that had happened and actually said so in that 
august assembly. Duryodhana had to appear, 
unwillingly there again, for the sake of his mother”. 

Yudhishthira : “Then ?” 

Sri Krishna : “Meanwhile the wicked four had made 
their plot ready for action”. 

Yudhishthira : “What was it like ?” 

Sri Krishna : “I told you; to arrest me and possibly 
to eliminate me! because I am behind you, I am 
behind this insistence on Dharma, and I am behind 
this war in a way on your side so that evil cannot 
have its way. Once I am off the scene they expect 
your voice to be silenced for all time, so that they 
have their way”. 

Yudhishthira : “How was this plot met by you ?” 

Sri Krishna : “My friend Satyaki, scented it; he 
informed Kritavarma. This was brought to my 
notice - all by gesture, while I was still in the 
assembly and arguing your case. Do you remember 
that I had carried all my weapons in my chariot 
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with me, on this risky mission T 4 Satyaki was alert 
and ready for emergencies and was observing the 
direction of the talks and how it was now drifting. 
I wanted to finish the war then and there if there 
was even a mild attempt to start it”. 

Yudhishthira : “I know, I know; proceed”. 

Sri Krishna : “Interestingly Dhritarashtra also came to 
know of it somehow; if he was taken into their 
confidence, I cannot say. But he knew of it. Now 
all in the assembly began to blame the wicked ones! 
But they brought forth ropes to bind me. I appeared 
in my cosmic form to show I am never alone, that 
all is in me, and I am in all! Excepting Bhishma, 
Drona and Sanjaya, Vidura also, all else closed their 
eyes. Fools bound each other as each thought that 
the other was I! I left the assembly in their 
confusion. They were not blessed to see me in that 
Cosmic Light”. 

Yudhishthira : “Did uncle see you in your World 
Form?” 

Sri Krishna : “I blessed him with eyesight for that 
moment, so that he would have his last warning!” 

Yudhishthira : “How lucky !” 

Sri Krishna : “Do not say that; he did not change even 
after that ! I left, with no options, returned to this 
place.” 

4 Ratha aropyatam shankhah chakram cha gadaya saha\ 
Upasanagascha shaktyasch sarvapraharanani cha || 
Duryodhanascha dushtatma Karnasch saha Soubalah\ 

Na cha shatruh avajneyo durbalojpi baliyasa || 
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Yudhishthira : “How is my mother ? What is her 
message for us ?” 

Sri Krishna : “Actually that was the main purpose of 
my visit there to see my aunt, your mother. She 
was very much worried as war was almost certain, 
and she too knew it. She cursed herself of her ill 
luck in being bom, and her plight both in her family 
and the one to which she was given away in 
adoption ‘both of which did not give me comfort, 
in any way’; she said; she was still a child with 
dolls in her hand and other playthings when she 
was ‘gifted away’ to Kuntibhoja, her adopted father, 
with not a thought as to how the child would 
respond to the new circumstances. She was forsaken, 
she said, by her own parents; why should others 
care for her ? What use was it in blaming all others 
now ? Brother Yudhishthira, she remembered the 
oracle at the time of your birth, which had predicted 
that you were destined to conquer all the earth and 
destroy all evil fellows of your times, that your 
fame would reach even heavens, and that your 
brothers would remain invincible. She believes in 
Dharma, the Cosmic Law, firmly and its power to 
assert itself. Do you know her daily prayers ? 
‘I pray to that all knowing God, the Embodiment 
of Dharma’ ‘I pray to that Krishna, the great. It 
is He as Dharma-incamate, who protects all creatures 
on this earth .’ 5 This is her holy mantra daily, in 
moments of sighs and sorrows, in memories of 
haunting sufferings,” 

5 'Namo Dharmaya Vedhase ' | 

Krishnaya mahate nityam Dharmo dharayati prajah | | 
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The five brothers got lost in the memories of their 
mother, and her tearful fate throughout her life. The 
picture that Sri Krishna had drawn up was so realistic 
and objective that it shook them out of their slumber, 
so that each one of them wept like a child. 

Sri Krishna : “Your mother says that it is not her 
widow-hood that she regrets so much as separation 
from her children so long. She quotes texts to the 
effect that if relations do not meet each other for 
twelve years, they have to perform annual ‘death 
ceremonies’ - shraddha; in her case, it is thirteen 
years since she was separated from you all. She 
curses herself for being dependent on someone, 
other than her children, however dear that person 
may be, dear to them all - Vidura.” 6 

Sri Krishna himself wept now silently. That made 
the brothers break down too. 

Sri Krishna : “See the evil social practices in this 
country - innocent children are given away in 
adoption, injuring their sensitivities; in the name 
of ‘marriage of choice’ called svayamvara, teen 
aged girls are married to cruel elderly people of 
political ambitious, while these fellows are already 
married several times earlier; what would have been 
the fate Rukmini, had she not asked me for help? 
Had I refused to rescue her in time ? What would 
have happened to Panchali, if I had not arranged 
for that matsyayantra, meant for only you - Arjuna, 

6 When the brothers undertook life in the forests as exiles what they 
had done was entrusting their mother to the care of Vidura. This 
continued in the thirteenth year , incognito , at Virat Nagar also. 
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in consultation with her father and brother? Should 
Bhishma, such a wise and elderly man, have 
abducted Amba, not for his own sake but for his 
brother’s sake, and destroyed her life ? Here are 
barbaric people in power, in this country, who 
expose crowned queens in open assemblies naked, 
for sport and enjoyment ! They treat widows in 
ways worse than animals, or dust under their feet. 
They force them to suicide along with their dead 
husbands in their frustrations. Yudhishthira, you 
pawned away the common wife of all of you in 
open, shameful gamble ! What shall I speak of 
other un enlightened, half educated men in power? 
If all are set to follow your example, what shall 
happen to morality, order and social norms in this 
country ?” 

Shri Krishna went on, and on, analysing the 

degenerate conditions of the times in all walks of life. 

After some time : 

Yudhishthira : “What message did our mother send to 
us?” 

Sri Krishna : “First she remembered Arjuna and said: 

‘Child, remember the purpose as to why warrior 
women folk beget male children; your time to fulfill 
the desires of your mother and father has arrived.’ 
She wanted to convey this message to you through 
me. Then, to Yudhishthira, she had this word of 
caution: 

‘Child Yudhishthira, you are too much on the side 
of Dharma, to be sinned against, more than sinning. 
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Excesses are bad even on the side of Dharma.’ To 
Bhima, she said : ‘Son, I am looking forward 
eagerly for the time when you are destined to show 
your might and mettle to the world. Do not waste 
the God-given opportunity.’ To the twins, her 
message was this : ‘It is better to enjoy the fruits 
of heroic actions earned by one’s prowess, rather 
than live somehow or anyhow as a slave.’ Now 
think over these words of hers.” 

Yudhishthira : “What did she mean by saying that I 
am too much on the side of Dharma ? I don’t 
understand that at all! How can there be ‘more’ or 
‘less’ in Dharma ?” 

Sri Krishna : “Here are her additional words that may 
help you, in that; you should not feel hurt by those 
words 7 : ‘King Sir, your mind works like that of 
one who mugs up Vedic verses, and whose brains 
are wasted only in memorising them rather than 
understanding the spirit behind them or putting 
them into concrete action, at appropriate, needed 
moments of life. Do not insist on Dharma exclusively 
like that idiot.” 

Yudhishthira is deeply pained by these sharp words, 
as they aptly sum up his character, horoscope as it were! 
Sri Krishna continues : 

“Learning the Vedas does not mean ending up 
remembering the mantras; memory is necessary; but it 
is not an independent achievement ! Nothing is isolated 
in life. ‘Dharma’ is not bookish memory of codes only. 



7 Shrotriyasyeva te Rajan ! Mandakasya avipaschitah | 
Anuvahakahata buddhih dharmamevaikameekshate \ \ 
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It includes practice of the spirit of those injunctions. 
If the occasion for application slips, without activity 
being inspired by the spirit of Vedic injunction or their 
interpretations by Sastras, then Vedic learning is of no 
use for the learner. I suppose you now understand.” 

Sri Krishna continued to fill the princes’ silence: 

“You are a bom-Kshatriya; should your mother be 
condemned to eat at the hands, other than those of 
her sons, rather than from your own ? Does not 
Rajadharma tell you anything in this regard ? It is not 
a day’s matter.! She has done this for thirteen full years 
- are you not touched ? 8 Does not Rajadharma tell you 
anything here ? Is it not your duty to redeem your 
mother from this despicable situation ? Do you want 
your forefathers to sink down to Hell ? - This also your 
mother said in tear-filled situation.” 

Again, Yudhishthira is silent in shame and confusion: 

Sri Krishna : “Further, your mother told me to tell you 
these two stories : (1) In the days of yore, Kubera 
was pleased with a saintly king called Muchukunda 
and wanted to gift him all this earth for his rule. 
But the king refused this unearned kingdom and 
said he would like to rule over what he had made 
his own by toil, by prowess, and valour. Yudhishthira, 
did you understand ? Your mother did not like the 
idea of your begging even those five villages, you 
said you would be satisfied with, in stead of this 
war, or even one village. (2) The other story is like 
this : There was a queen called Vidula who lost 



* Parapindamudikshe vai tvam sutva\mitranandana | 
Yudhyasva rajadharmena ma nimajjeeh pitamahan |j 
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her husband dying in battle against the Sindhu king. 
Her son ran away from the battle field ! The mother 
chided this fear-stricken son - saying that he was 
unfit to be her son or his father’s. It is better 9 to 
live like a flame or a spark for a moment rather 
than fume or emit smoke for a whole lifetime - 
she said. That stupid son called Sanjaya did not 
understand the spirit of her mother’s words and 
mistook her as a hard-hearted woman and asked 
her : ‘Are you going to be fulfilled or satisfied if 
I die on the battle field ? Do you not want me 
alive ?’. The mother retorted : ‘Then I shall fight 
in the spirit of your father, even if you run away; 
I have vowed to eliminate the Saindhavas; go to 
hell.’ These sharp words shaped the boy’s future 
once for all; he eventually fought the Saindhavas, 
defeated them and reclaimed the lost territories, and 
did respect the memory of the father dead and 
pleased the living mother.” 

It was time for noon ablutions, and all got up. 

djb 

(X) 

In the afternoon, the Pandavas assembled again to 
decide urgent matters. Virata, Drupada, Shikhandi, 
Dhrishtadyumna, Satyaki, Yudhamanyu, Kekaya, Kasi 
Prince, Vardhakshemi, Uttamoujah, Chekitana, 
Vyaghradatta, Satyajit, Kshatradeva, Aja, Bhoja, 
Kshatradharma and numerous other warrior-heads had 
all assembled there. Upaplavya was a small village, on 
the outskirts of Virata’s capital. 



9 



Muhurtham jvalitam shreyah na cha dhumayitam chiram \ 
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A spy ran in a hurry from Hastinapura, and waited 
outside the conference hall. Sri Krishna went outside 
to gather the information, and learnt about Bhishma 
being crowned Army-Chief on the enemy’s side. It was 
not unexpected, though shocking ! 

The news of Yuyutsu being expelled for his 
outspoken views, and Duryodhana’s impatience also 
was revealed; Kama’s abstention, the reason for it, the 
rift in the enemy cadres, Duryodhana’s perplexities - 
all were revealed by the agent. He was duly honoured 
and rewarded for this news. 

It was now consultation time for action. Yudhishthira 
was seated on a high throne, with Drupada and Virata 
on either of his sides and others distributed in proper 
seating arrangements. Abhimanyu kept guard at the 
door. Sri Krishna was seated somewhere at the end, 
without accepting a prominent place, to avoid 
conspicuousness. Arjuna, Nakula and Sahadeva stood 
as bodyguards. 

Upaplavya was not suitable for army deployment 
and hence only a very small contingent was there 
symbolically to keep the dignity of the King-in-exile, 
Yudhishthira. Bhima and Arjuna were there, anyhow, 
as more than all the world’s armies put together. 
Besides, the Pandavas did not like to reveal all their 
armies in one place, for strategic reasons. Actually, the 
different armies, from different directions had already 
marched in the direction of Kurukshetra, just a few days 
back. 

Yudhishthira : “What now, Krishna ? What is our first 

job ?” 
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Sri Krishna : “First things first : It seems that your 
cousins have elected or selected Bhishma as the 
General of their combined armies. It is the converse 
side of this fact - Bhishma accepting this position 
- against you and me that strikes me with wonder! 
He knows what it means ! We should also know 
who belongs where, in the long run, after all 
professions of neutrality, peace, piety and what not! 
It seems that sacred terms have lost their meanings, 
and that is a sure sign of spiritual crisis of which 
this war is but an outer manifestation. So, on our 
side, the first equal duty is that of choosing a 
Commander-in-Chief. You can tell me your views 
or choices in this open-thinking session. It is not 
the post that is so much important as lasting victory. 
What is wanted is unity; strategically someone 
young, able, enthusiastic, blessed with divine 
weapons, Grace of God and Guru and possessing 
values is desirable. Speak your hearts.” 

Sahadeva : “Lord Krishna, I propose king Virata; he 
is senior and heroic and we are in his debt too in 
our difficult times”. 

Nakula : “No objection; but king Drupada, being 
younger and our senior relation may be given the 
chance, due, first.” 

Arjuna : “Both are elders and deserve the honour 
richly. But age is a factor not to be forgotten. That 
goes against them in a strict calculative sense. My 
preference is for Dhrishtadyumna who combines 
the qualities of both these elders, and adds a few 
more. (1) He is no woman-born; (2) He possesses 



98 



Those Eighteen Days 



weapons granted by the Lord of Fire and a coat 
of armour, unbreachable. (3) The oracle said that 
Drona is destined to die in his hands; all know of 
this. (4) He has the best of Drona in him as his 
disciple (5) This choice will further demoralise 
Drona and also Duryodhana. (6) He is known as 
Chitrayodhi.” 

Bhima : “I second Arjuna’s views. Let elders feel free 
without any pressure.. Dhrishtadyumna shall be our 
leader, but due consultation with elders will go on 
as and when necessary, so it is as good as their 
brains, and the youthful arms of this youthful 
master will lead us to victory.” 

Sri Krishna smiled ! Bhima continued : 

Bhima : “Bhishma shall die at the hands of Shikhandi. 
Then Drona shall die at the hands of this 
Dhrishtadyumna. The rest will be managed, their 
turns coming up, gradually.” 

Now all look at Sri Krishna for the final decision: 

Sri Krishna looks at Yudhishthira to suggest that it is 

upto him to okay, as he himself has no objection. 

Yudhishthira : “If Sri Krishna approves, that will be 
our final collective decision.” 

Sri Krishna : “What Bhima has said seems to be 
agreeable both for its rationality and practicality. 

I feel that this one general of our united army will 
last till the end, whatever may be the case with 
our opposite camp. Yudhishthira, now you have the 
privilege to honour him formally and offer him 
this position. Let conches blow and drums beat.” 
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A decorated elephant brought a mighty flower 
garland and put it round Dhrishtadyumna’s neck, after 
Dhrishtadyumna was anointed, crowned and royal 
weapons were offered to him on golden plates, along 
with jewels, shawls and gems. 

Draupadi wept in joy to see signs of her oath- 
fulfillment nearing slowly. 

A royal servant brought a strange news and waited 
to break it open. 

Bhima went aside, gathered it and was silent, 
standing where he stood for long. 

Yudhishthira : “What is it ?” 

Bhima : “Are we in need of more army contingents?” 

Arjuna : “Who says so ? Who could be that belated 
fool to have sent such a message, if that is it ?” 

Servant : “Maharaja Rukmi awaits audience.” 



CHAPTER 6 



THE REJECTION OF RUKMI 



Nobody had expected such strange news Or 
happening. The most surprised one was Sri Krishna ! 
Why did this one, of all fellows, come here, particularly 
at this odd time? Who had sent for him ? What was 
the idea ? Was it the intention of rapprochement with 
Sri Krishna, for his sins of the past, in the episode of 
Rukmini’s marriage ? Then why did he not turn up when 
his mentor Jarasandha was slain, or his leader Shishupala 
died that miserable death at Sri Krishna’s hands, at the 
end of Rajasuya ? Why now, all of a sudden ? Was 
he alone or with someone else in this new move ? Was 
he self-prompted or acting as the agent of someone 
inimical? 

Bhima had gathered an additional piece of 
information that there was more than one division of 
well-equipped army with this fellow, which was tempting 
to have by all expectations. Not that Bhima looked at 
it that way, or was in need for additional reinforcement. 
There were several question marks here now. 

The past background was unforgettable : Jarasandha 
was growing mighty and ambitious of ruling over all 
the Bharatha Varsha. He was collecting, recruiting 
faithful followers from all over the country and the 
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suspects in loyalty and rivals were rotting in his prisons. 
Some stupid flatterer, in the guise of an astrologer, had 
suggested the very thing he had politically intended, 
from a pseudo-astrological angle to predict that if he 
could cut off and offer one hundred heads of duly 
crowned princes to Kala Bhairava (the most terrible 
form of Rudra) he would one day rule over the whole 
world. Jarasandha had believed it, like all credulous 
politicians, and had collected some eighty-six of those 
hapless rulers, by kidnapping them. Shishupala was a 
trusted lieutenant of his in this; the required number 
fell short by just fourteen when Jarasandha died at 
Bhima’s hands, and he was not alive to punish that 
astrologer ! 

Rukmi was another ambitious upcoming rowdy/ 
politician in the pay rolls of Shishupala, before both 
of them died. The old father Bhishmaka was helpless 
in the hands of his wicked, ambitious sons. Rukmi had 
planned to give away his handsome sister, Rukmini, to 
Shishupala in marriage to earn his permanent favours. 
But the young girl had ably upset his applecart, by 
writing a bold love letter to Sri Krishna, whom she had 
loved, without having seen him, for his great qualities, 
his handsomeness and other loveable traits. That letter 
clicked; Sri Krishna arrived at the wedding, took away 
Rukmini by force, as per her own suggestions in that 
letter ! Shishupala, the scapegoat was enraged, to be 
comforted by Jarasandha, as copartners in humiliation 
at Sri Krishna’s hands. The most frustrated man was 
Rukmi, who had in haste vowed not to return to his 
capital, Kundinapura, unless Krishna was killed and 
Rukmini brought back. Poor soul ! In addition to a 



102 



Those Eighteen Days 



grand defeat, he was spared of life on the behest of 
Rukmini and left on the battleground alone ! He had 
to build a new capital at Bhojakata, after his father’s 
demise to rule from there till now. 

He was ignored by most military men and mighty 
rulers till now, after that ignominious defeat. Now he 
wanted to regain that lost honour by joining the side 
of the Pandavas, without earning the love or forgiveness 
of Sri Krishna, by the mere tempting size of his army. 

Rukmi, meanwhile, had acquired specialisation in 
archery at the hands of the Kimpurusha ruler around 
the Gandamadhana hill range and had acquired a divine 
bow called Mahendra, which was considered the equal 
of Gandiva of Arjuna, and of Shamga of Vishnu. A 
warrior or royal sage by name Druma had vouched it 
to him. 

Rukmi was sure of a royal reception and timely 
acceptance of his offer, by the ‘deficient’ army of the 
Pandavas, as he had heard. But Sri Krishna knew that 
Rukmi was a mere opportunist, and his army was no 
more than mercenary, as he was bargaining for the lost 
reputation. 

But Rukmi made a wrong approach, in humiliating 
words of appeal to Yudhishthira, as he lacked in 
manners or political etiquette. Why should believers in 
brutal strength care for niceties of values in life ? Rukmi 
had said this : 

“Yudhishthira ! I have heard of your bad plight, 
and the inability to gather good strength of armies on 
your side. I have also come to know of your anxiety. 
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your fear of results being not in your favour, and so 
you are in need of good, strong support. Here I am with 
one full division at my back. It is at your disposal. 
I have also known that your own blood relations, and 
those earlier helped by you, have all forsaken you at 
this moment of your need. If you want, take my 
extended hand of support.” 

Yudhishthira was stung to hear words like ‘fear’, 
‘anxiety’, ‘inability’ and the very tone of offer upset 
him. Arjuna could gather this from the expression on 
the face of Yudhishthira and so tackled Rukmi : 

Arjuna : “Prince, thanks for your word of support. But 
who told you that we are afraid, anxious of defeat?” 

Rukmi : “Do I not have so much common sense, 
Arjuna? Is it ordinary fight to confront Bhishma 
or Drona ? Even if you shed notions of ‘Grandsire’ 
and ‘Grandmaster’, to wake up yourself from 
complexes that are sure to haunt you, are they 
ordinary soldiers ? Who will not be fear-struck or 
be anxious ? Name anyone on the enemy side and 
command me to engage him to death; I shall abide 
by your orders. Even with mass, general army-men, 
I am ready to fight.” 

Arjuna : “Suppose I name Bhishma or Drona, cannot 
this be too much for you, if this is beyond our 
capacity as you imagine ? Where and when have 
you fought them or such other soldiers ?” 

Rukmi : “What can I do if such opportunities have not 
come to me so far ? Is it my fault ? 
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Virata, Drupada, Dhrishtadyumna and others were 
listening to this entertaining chat, with suppressed 
smiles and laughter with some difficulty. 

Arjuna : “Friend, opportunities do not come often, or 
whenever we want. When they come of their own, 
if one lets them slip or fails to use them for the 
better, you cannot blame fighting fate. When 
Jarasandha and Shishupala were alive, the whole 
world bristled with opportunities; only a Krishna 
fought them all. Now Sri Krishna is with us, and 
Jarasandha and Shishupala are thrown into oblivion. 
I am not wounding your feelings by reminding you 
of any past unpleasant circumstances, I hope ! But 
since you forgot of lost opportunities, I had to 
remember one for my own reference. Secondly, you 
are misinformed about us; I feel. I am the scion 
of Kuru race, son of Pandu and Kunti, not knowing 
fear all these years of my life. You said Drona ! 
Yes, Drona knows me as both disciple and as an 
adversary. Bhishma too. Ask them of the encounter 
on the outskirts of Virata Nagar. Gandiva knows 
no fear. When I offered Khandava to Fire and 
fought with Indra, whose army was with me ? 
When these very wretched fellows wanted to 
humiliate us in the guise of Ghosha Yatra, which 
turned out to be a fight between me and a whole 
army of Gandharvas, whose army supported me ? 
Have you heard of Kalakeyas, Nivatakavachas and 
other demons ? I destroyed them whole and soul! 

I fought with Bhagavan Shankara alone. Are you 
satisfied ? I am not boasting but simply bringing 
some facts that you may not know, or believe as 
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mere hearsay. Gods Rudra, Kubera, Yama, Agni 
have all blessed me with numerous powerful 
missiles, that are unique. Besides, the greatest hero 
of the age is with me - Lord Krishna. His very 
presence is enough strength for all of us. Do not 
mention again ‘fear or anxiety’ on our side.” 

Rukmi : (Being taken aback by this unexpected retort), 
“No, no, my intention was not to frighten you. 
I had in mind Shalya your maternal uncle, who 
betrayed you at this hour to join your enemies. 
Would not this, or a similar thing frighten anyone?” 

Arjuna : (With remarkable self control), “Look, Rukmi, 
I have neither the need nor the patience nor the 
leisure to analyse the things with you. Strategies, 
diplomatic moves, selfish motives and sudden 
vicissitudes are common in army matters. What 
ambitions prompted Shalya to switch over expected 
loyalties, only God knows, and would settle. That 
is not on our account. Lastly, I would like to 
emphasize our firm stand : it is not the quantity 
or numbers that matter for a win. It is Dharma, 
Justice and Truth that count. These are all on our 
side. That is enough. You have a test if you want 
to conduct one. You suggested to me that I would 
hesitate to lift up arms against Bhishma and Drona. 
Now you ask those heroes whether they are happy 
to lift up arms against us ! You will find the answer 
and know who is morally stronger and better 
prepared.” 

Rukmi : “We are drifting on unwanted issues. Let them 
be. Do you want my help or stick to your ‘wisdom’ 
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of losing a whole division of army, in these 
prattles?” 

Arjuna : “Prattling is given to cowards with ‘no 
records’ in history; ‘wisdom’ is not acquiring or 
losing divisions of armies ; wisdom is silent action, 
self confidence and truly just moves; Wisdom is 
not waste of words over what is past; wisdom is 
plan for the future and plunge into it with an 
adventurous heart having faith in God and confidence 
in oneself. Thank you”. 

Rukmi : “Are you aware of the adverse consequences 
if I join your enemies, with this same additional 
one division ?” 

Arjuna : “You are free to do what you want. Blackmail 
will not work in this camp. We will admit here 
anyone who loves Krishna, loves Dharma and 
serves as a matter of self-duty to righteousness. On 
these terms, even you are welcome - not on your 
supposition that we are fear-stricken and are in need 
of all sorts of people and their numbers to join us. 
Each soldier on this side from commander to 
commoner possesses that faith, and is united with 
all of us. Opportunists have never mattered to us. 
What if a Shalya switches sides ? Tempt Dhrishtaketu 
or Sahadeva and see for yourself’. 

Rukmi : “Are you telling me that I am not your friend 
and am but an opportunist ?” 

Arjuna : “1 am not telling you anything. I am only 
telling you of the signs of good friendship to be 
proven”. 
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Rukmi : “Do you think I came here as a candidate for 
faith-test ?” 

Arjuna : “Friend, do not be offended. It is not good 
polities to join hands with unexamined, untrusted 
friends, all of a sudden. You might have done the 
same in my position. Think and see reason”. 

Rukmi : “You are insulting me with no grounds for 
suspicion and no reasons for examination”. 

Arjuna : “Shall I tell you of some grounds and 
reasons?” 

Rukmi : “Let me see if they are there and genuine?” 

Arjuna : “Your account with Krishna of some thirteen 
years of a past experience is one thing and should 
have come to an end, when Jarasandha died and 
Shishupala had to be eliminated for offences to us 
also in that way. And our account is slightly is 
different. When have you shown any interest in us, 
in all our stress and strain ? Did you meet us even 
once to comfort us, to support us, and show your 
faith as abiding in us ? You never once showed 
sympathy for us when that was needed, nor apathy 
for Adharma when it happened on world-scale so 
as to bring us to this precipitate situation! So how 
do we trust you, if you come to our aid and all 
of a sudden, without smoothening your relation 
with our Chief Guide - Sri Krishna ?” 

Rukmi had no answer! He was angered by Arjuna’s 

frequent references to his enemy, Krishna, and his being 

insulted openly in the presence of that sworn enemy. 

Wielding his mace he walked out in a huff, shouting: 
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“Aijuna, you will have to pay very dearly for this 
arrogance and this act of insult to one who came to help”. 

Yudhishthira follows him to ask of him forgiveness 
for any excesses. Bhima gets up to pull back his brother, 
which Krishna prevents by showing his disapproval on 
his face. Yudhishthira returns and then the talk is 
resumed: 

Yudhishthira : “Brothers, Why did Rukmi appear so 
suddenly here, to our consternation ? Who might 
have prompted him ? What can explain this erratic, 
inconsistent behaviour on his part ?” 

Sri Krishna : “Nobody prompts eccentrics! It is a self- 
prompted orientation of mind, to seek importance 
where there is none available. There is very little 
difference between opportunists and mentally 
imbalanced ones. Let him go. How he goes away 
should not matter to us”. 

Virata, Drupada and other elders approve of this 
disposal of Rukmi in the words Arjuna used. 

Dhrishtadyumna : “Krishna! May I ask you a question?” 

Sri Krishna : “A Commander-in-Chief needs no such 
preamble. He must command over all even in 
minor matters”. 

Dhrishtadyumna : “Why have I been chosen for the 
honour in preference to my father and King Virata, 
who are not after all older than Bhishma or Drona?” 

Sri Krishna : “You are wrong. The people here, elders, 
have put this mantle on you. I am only a silent 
witness, happy at this choice.” 
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Drupada : “My son, your being chosen is an honour 
for all of us. Do not think that it happened by 
chance, all of a sudden. A lot of thinking has gone 
into it in the days preceding it.” 

All rise up, embrace the hero turn by turn, and offer 
their respects in the conventional style. 

Yudhishthira : “Krishna, whoever may be the 
commander or follower, we have all absolute faith 
in you. You are the stage-manager and the inspiration 
filling breath into each of the lives of this army. 
Please do not disown that responsibility, even if 
lapses happen on our side, in confusing situations 
into which the war may throw us.” 

Panchali watches this scene from a distance, in tears 
and conveys her silent joining in this prayer of her 
husband. Her brothers and father console her. Even her 
five sons and Abhimanyu console her. 

djb 

Rukmi is now in Hastinavati along with his huge 
army, and is bargaining with Duryodhana, for being 
included in his camp. Duryodhana is overjoyed, at first, 
to receive this unexpected help from this unexpected 
quarter. What an army ! And what time of coincidence!! 
But, in the next instance, doubts arise as to what Rukmi 
was doing all these days without joining his camp; or 
what other loyalties he must have had. That Rukmi was 
Krishna’s brother-in-law, waiting with patience for his 
time of revenge for the earlier defeat, was an additional 
reason for including him into his fold. But doubts 
became stronger and he could not decide alone. Besides, 
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that power was now vested in Bhishma, the choice to 

include or exclude fresh forces. So he goes to Bhishma 

for consultation. 

Duryodhana : “Grandsire ! What shall we do ? Include 
him and give him a chance or keep him away and 
lose our chance ?” 

Bhishma : “Would you want him to strengthen me or 
supervise over me as your spy?” 

Duryodhana : “You seem to be angry with me. Sir !” 

Bhishma : “After crowning me as Commander of the 
army, where is the need for adding contingent after 
contingent ? If you can decide these things, relieve 
me of my responsibility.” 

Duryodhana : “I am not deciding anything. I just 
brought it to your notice, that is all. Are you under 
the impression that I summoned this Rukmi to come 
here with his army. Sir ?” 

Bhishma : “Who cares about these irrelevant details 
now? Before coming to me, should you not examine 
his loyalties, or this late-hour offer ? We are already 
a divided army, Kama being out, because of me ! 
Do you want more divisions on this account ? Our 
opponents would be laughing at us and enjoying our 
plight. Shalya is a hater of Kama, like Ashvatthama! 
Kritavarma comes from Yadavas, because of a 
tactical move by Krishna. Even God cannot resolve 
the existing rivalries and incongruities. Now this 
fellow, too. If you are still mad after swelling your 
numbers, search for all of them at once, invite them, 
and hug them to your bosom.” 
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Duryodhana : “Grandsire, you are unnecessarily getting 
heated up and irritated, making too many 
presumptions. My bringing this matter before you 
has one weighty consideration - he was a friend 
of Shishupala and therefore an opponent of Krishna, 
and so his joining would be with a reason that could 
strengthen our side; that is all.” 

Bhishma : “In that case, bring all Krishna - haters 
together and assemble them at once, and see if 
hatred can unite and bring victory to you. You, 
bloody fool! Is hate, ever, a strong motive to win? 
Has anyone achieved it on this condition ? Even 
Kama is not a Krishna - hater, for that matter, in 
the last analysis ! Do you think I am such a one? 
Or Drona ? It is your hatred for Krishna, the 
Pandavas, and whoever else stands for Dharma, that 
has brought me and the likes of me to this crisis 
of fighting on your side. Do you think, it is out 
of love for you or your cause I am here ? Do not 
irritate me further. Or else banish me and fight for 
yourself.” 

Duryodhana : “Sir, forgive me if I have erred. To the 
best of my knowledge, I have not offended you to 
cause this needless irritation. Let us leave this 
matter here. I shall not repeat this type consultation 
with you again.” 

Bhishma is not pleased at all. Bhishma is wondering 
how he could win the war with such fickle-minded ‘leaders’. 

Meanwhile the head of spies comes, stands at a 
distance and pays the usual respects by saying “Hail 
to the Prince.” 
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Duryodhana : “Well, hereafter you will have to report 
matters, not just once or twice daily, but on 
moment-to-moment basis, depending on the serious 
nature of matters. To our commander-in-chief here 
also. Now what brings you so urgently ?” 

Spy : “Sir, this Rukmi Prince has already visited the 
Pandava camp, and has been rejected there already. 
So he is here ! What trick he is up to is not yet 
clear.” 

Duryodhana is enraged and feels fooled for once! 
He looks at Bhishma, and notes the old man’s scorn 
turning into a derisive smile, full of dismay. 

Duryodhana : “Did you mean that he is here doing 
spying for our enemy ?” 

Spy : “No, no, Sir. He has gone there, first, with a 
similar offer or help and has been rejected. So he 
is here. That is all.” 

Duryodhana : “Did you find out why the Pandavas 
rejected him, though short of army - strength ?” 

Spy : “That is not clear Sir !” 

Duryodhana : “That negative language is not befitting 
a spy like you. Go and collect all information.” 

He sends him away with due presentations. 

In the afternoon, after Rukmi is refreshed from 
tiresomeness, due to long marches of the army, 
Duryodhana summons him, and begins talking : 
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Duryodhana : “Friend, with such a huge army, should 
you not have come earlier ?. 

Rukmi : “That is not a relevant matter for discussion 
now. We shall keep it for a different occasion. Tell 
me, when had Shalya helped you ever before ? Did 
you ask him, this same question, and then, when 
he came to you ?” 

Duryodhana : “Shalya is another issue. Any kind of 
alliance is possible in politics.” 

Rukmi : “Do I not come under similar considerations?” 

Duryodhana : “At least I knew Shalya before. But you! 
I did not know you before at all, in this direct way.” 

Rukmi : “What do you mean, not knowing me ? Come, 
come !” 

Duryodhana : “Tell me why you visited our enemy’s 
camp first ?” 

Rukmi : “Who told you so ?” 

Duryodhana : “A king must need to know such things. 
Nothing wrong !” 

Rukmi : (feeling the sting) “Tell me whether you need 
my help or no. Where I go to, or come from is 
not relevant here, as I told you.” 

Duryodhana : “Friend, do you not know that I am 
known for pride and prestige ? Even small matters 
irritate me. That is my nature. I get offended at 
the least smell of affront. People should not say 
that I have accepted what is rejected elsewhere. War 
is like marriage, alliances are like first choices; a 
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rejected girl is not what a martial prince will accept, 
however handsome she may be, however good her 
family background may be and however much 
blemishless she may be otherwise. Tell me, if you 
were in my situation, and I had come to you with 
a similar offer, would you have accepted me ? You 
made a mistake by going there first. I would 
certainly have entertained you had you come here 
first, out of love for me or for my cause.” 

Rukmi : “To hell with your causes ! You are a proper 
fool to reject this valuable help, coming to you 
unasked for. You will regret and repent for this 
costly mistake, later on. You are not wise.” 

Duryodhana : “You must have said similar things to 
Yudhishthira !” 

Rukmi walks away in a huff. 

Duryodhana is irritated with both these unwanted 
encounters - with the grandsire and with this eccentric 
guest. Bhishma’s words torment him deeply- the army’s 
disunited condition as the old man analysed; his own 
helplessness in being outside Duryodhana’s camp, and 
still his talk of peace and compromise, showing him 
as an unwilling hero; and now this arrogant fellow, 
whom even the enemy could reject! Duryodhana envies 
Yudhishthira’s self-confidence; Without knowing how to 
control himself, he sends for Shakuni. 




CHAPTER 7 



ULUKA’S EMBASSY 



Duryodhana : “Uncle, somehow all is not well, says 
my mind: Rukmi had come to join us with one full 
division of his army.” 

Shakuni : “Did you say, one division ? Ah! What did 
you do ?” 

Duryodhana : “I had to reject him, though! What a 
pity ? Bhishma did not want him. He had already 
been rejected by the Pandavas, I learnt. I had to 
say on my own, ‘no’ to his request, as this was 
a matter of my prestige. A rejected fellow, joining 
me would have made me a laughing stock, anyhow. 
I did not know his intention or loyalties either. 
Bhishma uses every occasion to snub me. This time 
he made much of the notorious disunity of our 
army, blamed Kama, Shalya and others as usual. 
See, he will not eliminate the Pandavas. We had 
to lose Kama, for all the time the old man holds 
sway on the battlefield. We have thus lost two of 
our stalwarts already. Why the enemies refused the 
help of Rukmi is also a mystery.” 

Shakuni : “Dear nephew, let us forget these old stories 
and feuds. They will not do any good to us now. 
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We require absolute presence of mind and should 
not be lost in inconsequential matters of the past. 
Rukmi is arrogant. He is also inexperienced in war. 
His only experience is defeat at the hands of 
Krishna, which has neither a before, nor an after. 
That is where he stands. His huge army does no 
good by dying on either side, as it stands now! 
When the head of the army himself is a headless 
fellow, so to say, what are we to do with his 
followers ? But one thing is a mystery - why our 
enemy rejected him, though short of numbers ? 
What could be the depth of their self-confidence? 
Or was this also part of their strategy ? What is 
the meaning of it ? I do not understand:” 

Duryodhana : “I thought as much too, myself. That 
mischief-maker, magician Krishna has something 
up his sleeve. That is certain. When and where his 
strategies unravel is what none can understand or 
predict. What a hundred or thousand divisions of 
army cannot achieve, he can, with one masterstroke 
of a mysterious plan! - A mere strategy!! It is this 
that the Pandavas have trusted and are carefree. See, 
not one of them has any army worth calling so! 
Drupada and Virata are too old though with sizeable 
armies. What other ‘force’, or strength have these 
wretched fellows to trust as instruments of victory? 
I fail to understand. I doubt my own moves also 
now.” 

Shakuni : “Nephew! There is nothing new in this. Our 
suspicions are well grounded and have past 
backgrounds. We cannot do anything to force him 
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out of the war-field. You should have preferred him 
to his army to join us. That was a strategic mistake, 
I feel now. No use discussing it now. Our message 
through Sanjaya was intended to bear some results. 
Our expectations failed, there too. Sanjaya is after 
all a Pandava - admirer. We did not keep a check 
to hear whether our message was delivered there 
without distortions; or was effectively conveyed 
also. There is no witness from the other side. What 
a message by the King! How cunningly worded!! 
But it boomeranged. It was sure to hit Yudhishthira 
and send him back to the forests. But it produced 
an opposite effect.” 

Duryodhana : “Uncle! Why not take the chance of 
sending another message and see what it can do? 
At least let it destroy our enemy’s unity and self- 
confidence, if not produce anything positively for 
us. If Yudhishthira decides to retire into the forests 
out of detachment and remorse, Krishna will be 
helpless then. Why not try ?” 

Shakuni : “There is scope for that. But I feel our 
message may not work much, in this hour of their 
full preparedness for war. Even if Yudhishthira 
wants to back out, others will not allow him to opt 
out, but force him to the collective decision already 
made. That fellow from Dwaraka has vowed to 
discharge Panchali’s debts with compound interests, 
and he will push all of them into this final gamble 
of war, at any cost, I think. But let us make our 
final effort too.” 

Duryodhana : “Uncle! Who will be the messenger this 
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time ? Vidura has gone away, into the forests, and 
Sanjaya has failed once ?” 

Shakuni : “Do not worry. My son Uluka is there; let 
me prepare him.” 

Shakuni walks away. Duryodhana rises too to meet 
Bhishma to decide the day for the army to march. 
Shakuni calls his son and tells him in detail the 
essentials of a lengthy message in the name of the King, 
makes him repeat it to his satisfaction. Then he goes 
to the King to inform him about it. 

Uluka was produced before Yudhishthira by the 
guards. The others there on the occasion were 
Dhrishtadyumna, Sri Krishna, Arjuna and the twins. All 
were eager to know the contents of this embassy, crucial 
before the war started, as there could be a radical shift 
in the other camp, looking to its unexpectedness, and 
voluntary nature. 

Uluka : “Sir! I am submitting the words of the King, 
as they were put in my mouth, without mixing 
words by me on my behalf or anyone else’s behalf.” 

Yudhishthira : “Proceed.” 

Uluka : “King Yudhishthira, you and your brothers have 
taken vows and oaths that you will not be able to 
fulfill in all your lifetimes. Try if you want, and 
see. You have trusted that Krishna in vain, alas! 
Oh King, it is all right you have pretended to follow 
Dharma all these years. Now, how will you be able 
to slip out of that cover to wage an open Adharmic 
war ? Have you not lost all, in the gamble, on your 
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own ? Why try to redeem it now, against your own 
earlier decision ? This war is not going to be a 
child’s play. Many millions of people will die for 
your sake. For, the war is not of my choosing. It 
is your imposition on a nation that loves peace. 
Why have you kept quiet all these thirteen years, 
after you gambled away your all, if really you 
wanted a war ? You could as well have waged it 
then itself ? Do not mislead the world about your 
real, unjust, intentions and pretensions. You know 
the fable of a cat that vowed not to eat mice 
publicly, but went on eating them privately, leading 
a hypocritical life ? Prahlada told this story to 
uphold the necessity of an integrated life. See your 
incongruities and inconsistencies, your infirmness 
of mind. Now you want war; just a few days ago, 
you wanted just five villages to be contented with, 
in preference to war ! Earlier still, you wanted 
nothing; so you gambled away everything, your life 
too - and went as a recluse into the forests ! Tell 
me one thing consistently - what do you really 
want? Are you sure, you are not going to gamble 
away, even if you win the war, your ill-gotten 
empire? If you had justice on your side, would you 
have begged for five villages through that cunning 
Krishna, in that shameful episode of an embassy? 
I am prepared for peace even now, on condition 
that you agree to retire to the forests. Oh Krishna, 
the cunning sorcerer ? You bewitched us all by 
stealing our attention away unto a ‘hallucination’, 
which you claim as your World-Form! Let us see, 
if you can do this magical act again in the war- 
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field ! Tricks do not work often, as they trick the 
trickster himself. Before my solemn and majestic 
army, you cannot waft your magic wand ! I can 
certainly produce more lasting illusions than you 
can, if I choose. Your real originality lies in 
spreading this type of long - distance popularity on 
unfounded acts of heroism into the minds of 
over-credulous, gullible people and not rational 
minded people like me. Those five eunuchs that 
follow you are fools to be disillusioned at last ! 
Tell that overeating bull of an overbuilt body with 
less than a line of mustache 1 - Bhima - that he 
is free to attend an open combat with Duryodhana, 
on a day of his choice. Ask him, who was it that 
forced him to be a cook at Virata Nagar, if not 
Duryodhana? What happened to his oath of breaking 
the thighs of his wife’s molester ? Let him kill all 
the brothers of Duryodhana, now, if he has the 
daring. Your expertise is in cooking, eating and 
such other slavish activities. It is proven. Let the 
twins, and that Eunuch who danced for a year in 
the harem of Virata, remember how we had the guts 
to expose naked their wife, in their own presence. 
See, who is strong ! Oh, Shikhandi, touch Bhishma, 
if you can, or Drona, you Dhrishtadyumna ! Arjuna, 
much is made of that supposed oracle at the time 
of your birth; prove the truth of it now, if you can. 
How will the war end, unless you win the mightiest 
of heroes on our side ? What does your Gandiva 
do hereafter, that it has not achieved so far ? What 



1 The Sanskrit name for such a person is Toobaraka. 



Ch.7 - Uluka’s Embassy 



121 



can the mace of Bhima do either, for that matter? 
When you were defeated in that gamble, more than 
a dozen years ago, I compared you to ‘oil-seeds 
without oil’ ! 2 Have I not proved you to be so, 
so far ? Was it not my father’s thoughtless boon 
that returned to you your lost kingdom and all else, 
at the end of the First Innings ? Did you win it 
by any prowess, or could you retain it out of your 
resolve ? You gambled them all away - Why ? 
Because you were impotent, and incapable of rule! 
Arjuna, a woman’s dress, long hair, and dance as 
a profession befit you lots more than the costumes 
of a worthy soldier on the battlefield. Go, Go. A 
thousand Krishnas and a hundred Arjunas cannot 
keep your armies solid now, without melting away 
like dew at sunrise. Run now for your lives, away 
from the battlefield. This is your life’s chance.” 

The Pandavas rose with rage, turning red like fire, 
on hearing this abusive, undignified message, 
unconcealed in all its vulgarity. They took up their arms 
and rushed at Uluka, but Krishna prevented them from 
any rash attack on the messenger. Krishna pointed out 
that expectations were falsified, as there was no message 
at all here, and it reflected the mean mentality and 
abusive nature of the man who had sent it. The attempt 
was to have cheap vulgar satisfaction. So this was no 
place or time for action on the mere messenger, and 
they should await a dignified opportunity to reply on 



2 Shandhatila in Sanskrit meaning Gingely oil - seed, with no 
content , a vulgar comparison for an eunuch or an impotent man , 
good to look at hut incapable of reproductivity. 
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the war-field in terms of positive action and proof for 
all false accusations. Still, Bhima could not be contained. 
He replied to the messenger from Hastinapura : 

“You bloody owl of a man, with the name of an 
ominous bird! Your name and action match each other. 
Your father’s too. Tell my this reply to your master on 
whose alms you and your father live. We tolerated all 
your humiliations and numerous torturous situations you 
created for us, only because of our respect for 
Yudhishthira our eldest brother, and his preventive 
persuasion from exhibiting tempers then and there. 
Otherwise, we would have finished you all in one 
stroke, and not because of lack of prowess or cowardice. 
You will see proof of this shortly. We sent Krishna on 
embassy out of sympathy for you, only. Even 
compromises were made, keeping our demands to a 
minimum of five villages only, for your own sake. Our 
oaths have been in waiting, itching us to action and 
fulfillment, shortly. Even Yama, the God of death or 
Kubera, the lord of Wealth or Rudra, the death’s 
doorkeeper will not save you all hereafter. We shall 
first swallow Bhishma, your main support, and then 
Drona and others one by one and later on , all of you.” 

Arjuna : “You fool! How dare you bring us this foul 
message of one who does not know war on the 
battlefield ? War is neither marital bed nor comforts 
of a wife! I shall reply with my bow and arrows 
only on the war-field. Tell your master - you are 
dragging in neutral personalities like Bhishma and 
Drona, needlessly here! Alas! They shall die for 
your ignoble acts. You are under the illusion that 
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I shall spare Bhishma and Drona! You will see how 
your expectations are falsified. Has that old sire 
vowed to kill tens of thousands of our soldiers, of 
the armies of Srinjaya, Shalva, Kekaya and 
Panchalas? Let him eat his words before I prove 
him untrue to his oaths. You bloody blind old King! 
You will learn detachment or its meaning, only after 
all, whom you trust or love, are no more, it seems! 
What a pity ? For whose sake will you live 
thereafter ? Do you want to live till that day when 
the truth of what I say now, dawns on you ?” 

Krishna : “You royal servant! Tell your master 
Duryodhana, that it is better for him to live like 
a man and behave like a civilized man first, 
Purushobhava. Prove then your manliness - not in 
empty taunting words, but in action on the war- 
field. If you think I shall abjure weapons altogether, 
you are much mistaken. I never said I shall not 
fight, or participate in the war; and there are a 
hundred ways to conduct wars; it is with mind one 
fights, not with mere weapons! A charioteer is a 
warrior too. Know that this war will end all 
Kshatriya race, once for all. Let Yudhishthira or 
Arjuna permit me, and I can show you how with 
my indignation alone, at your evil ways and acts, 
I shall reduce you all into ashes, without the use 
of any weapons either by me or by anyone else ! 3 
But still why I chose to be a mere charioteer is 
for a different reason, which none of you will 



- ? Nirdaheyam aham krodhat trinenaiva hutashanah 
Yudhistira niyogattu Phalgunasya mahatmanah || 
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understand. Even if you hide in the nether worlds, 
Duryodhana, or fly into the air for a hiding, I shall 
drive Arj una’s chariot there, and get you eliminated 
without mercy. Do not be hilarious with joy that 
Bhima has not yet killed you. He will! He shall! 
He is just waiting for his time. So also, Dusshasana’s 
blood is waiting to be drunk on the proper day. 
This silly message you have sent, has not been 
seriously considered by any one of us here, know 
thou.” 

Yudhishthira : “You fool of an ass, Duryodhana, do 
not measure me by my behaviour from your own 
mean standards. I am one who does not wish any 
ill for even ants and worms . 4 When such is the 
case, do I ever wish bad things for any of you, 
my cousins ? I asked for those five villages not 
in a supplicate manner of a beggar, but in a mood 
of good will, to save you somehow, by this lowest 
compromise. But your time of reckoning has arrived 
at last, alas, by your own invitation! Why can’t you 
understand this, you stupid fellow ?” 

Bhima : “You villain, wherever you hide now, it will 
be your burial ground, whether in Hastinapura, or 
in the womb of a vulture. And that will be only 
at my hands. The time for the fulfilment of my oath 
is fast approaching. But first, I shall kill all your 
brothers and then finish you off too , 5 not in a 
routine war, but by breaking your thighs. Don’t 
have doubts; I shall end you up all.” 



4 Na chaham kamaye papam api kitapipilayoh \ 

5 Sarvesham Dhartharashtrnam aham mrityuh, Suyodhana \ 
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Similar and appropriate were heroic messages from 
Nakula, Sahadeva, Shikhandi, Dhrishtadyumna and others. 

Uluka was shaken by this stiffness, unity and 
pointedness of these messages, delivered separately, but 
total and integrated in their effect. He trembled as he 
realised that there was a steely edge of a sharp razor 
in their voices and imagined their consequences 
immediately. He rushed back to Hastinapura to convey 
what he heard, what he felt, and what he had gathered 
and his own analysis of the conditions of minds of the 
Pandavas. What he could not understand was the cause 
of this united defiance of his words of message, and 
the ‘behind’ of the minds of the enemies. 

& 

Uttara Phalguni star on the Tenth day of the darker 
fortnight next to Kartika, - that was when the Kaurava 
army was destined to leave for Kurukshetra, finally. The 
New Moon to follow that event, there was to be a 
terrible Solar eclipse, as astronomers had predicted . 6 
Most of the army was already assembled there, informally. 
The contingent from Hastinapura was to complete that 
formality - side of the army-ritual. That was an ominous 
day, like the full moon day to follow, with another lunar 
eclipse also, in the short span of some thirteen days 
only, as the unpredictable moon had swallowed two full 
days by the lunar count 7 ? Duryodhana knew that 



6 10 th November 3067 B.C. , perhaps. 

7 It is called tithi in the lunar calendar the time taken by the moon 
to go around the Earth. A fortnight has 15, 14 or 16 days, sometimes 
for the lunation. But a 13 day fonnight is exceptionally rare ! 
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assembling the armies on a single day was an 
impossibility and so they had been taken out in 
instalments, and so the armies were in constant 
movement, since much earlier as Drupada’s errand - 
man had noticed it too . 8 The messages and counter - 
messages meanwhile, thus, were only time-gaining 
tactics, fooling neither party to war. 

The armies had occupied banks of the Five Rivers 
(modern Punjab), Kurujangala, Kalakoota, Gangakoola, 
Varana, Vatadhana, Yamuna Hills and adjacent places 
after evacuating villages and towns there and shifting 
them to other ‘safer’ places. The upper banks on 
Hiranvati, a small tributary of Sindhu, a slope downwards 
on the southern side, had already been occupied by the 
Kaurava forces, strategically, leaving a comparatively 
more disadvantageous southern bank for the Pandava 
forces, which were late in their movements. The upper 
banks were full with the Trigartha forces on the Kaurava 
side, the place being hospitable in weather, water, 
sanitation and food supplies. It was also nearer those 
allies of the Kauravas. The less hospitable ravaged side 
was hilly, dreary and not so congenial for movements 
of elephants and chariots. But it had good protection 
under hills and boulders, though there were patches of 
wastelands here and there. Water was scarcer also on 
this side, and the army exposed to the sun and hot 
winds. The landscape was uneven and so comparatively 
more difficult for army movements in quick operations, 
wherever called' for. 

To the north west of Kurukshetra was a spot called 



H 



Udyoga Parva, 19-33 
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Syamantha Panchaka, comprising of five sacred ponds 
of water, associated with Bhagavan Parashurama, where 
the blood of slain warriors by that God-Incarnate was 
commingled to offer ablutions to his father, sage 
Jamadagni, crudely killed by the forces of Karthaveerya 
Arjuna, in a needless feud with Brahminical forces of 
the day, he had antagonised out of envy. That was also 
symbolically significant now, as the impending war was 
also between Dharmic and Adharmic forces by the 
reckoning of sages and saints, taking place in that very 
proximity. 

Also, Balarama and Vidura had already visited this 
spot on the first leg of their pilgrimage tour. 

It was also here that the gods had obtained weapons 
from Mahadeva Shankara, in their relentless war with 
the demons, after severe penance. That was an event 
celebrated in the Vedas also. 

Another notable coincidence was that the earlier 
capital city of the undivided Kuru family, under that 
noble Dharmic Emperor the founder of the race, Kuru, 
was within the precincts of the present Kurukshetra . 9 
It was by no means known as a bloody war-field, as 
it was better known for austerity, penance, charity, 
visualisation of gods, and composition of Vedic Hymnal 
literature. How tragic, this vicissitude in history, and 
what a travesty of values ? 




9 It is even now known as Sthaneswar ; that was the capital also 
of the later Harsha Vardhana and a good many other greater 
rulers of this ancient land. 



CHAPTER 8 



THE ARMIES MOVE IN 
MARKED MOVEMENT- 
PATTERNS -VYUHAS ’ 1 



Bhishma rose from his bed in the morning appointed 
for army march, and finished routine morning duties as 
usual. This time-table of his was never for change in 
his healthy, though aged physique of thinness and 
tallness combined, and in rigorous bodily exercises as 
well as in spiritual practices. He was practically a yogi 
though in the whirlwind or whirlpool of politics of the 
day, and though he had undergone a number of trying 
experiences in decision-making and rescuing of the 
honour of the race at crucial moments of need. But the 
present moment was unique and no chance was there 
for him to skip it to save the factions from this fratricidal 
war. The results were there for him to see in advance! 
He did not love the side he had inevitably taken, nor 
hated the other side he was to fight against. He did not 

1 A Vyuha is unknown in wars of later periods in Hindu history 
and totally alien to chaotic and treacherous wars with neither 
principles nor morality in Western history. It means arranging the 
army comprising the foot-soldiers , cavalry, elephant divisions and 
chariot forces in shapes of a lotus, wheel, whale, conch, the Sun 
and similar patterns, so that it is difficult to break the pattern as 
it kept on moving without losing shape, to keep impregnability. 
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know how he was responsible for this situation or the 
compulsions of his having to take sides, breaking the 
balance he had so studiously maintained all through 
these wasted years, as he looked back now. The gnawing 
feelings that ate into his vitals now, were of utter 
dissatisfaction with his own actions, of the cruelty of 
destiny in pushing him into a camp opposite to Krishna, 
who was his God, and the wastefulness of his life, and 
now death - as it served no end, brought no good to 
either side, to the world, or to himself. Bhishma had 
recalled earlier moments of crisis now into his mind, 
and was struck with the enormity of present tasks thrust 
on him by destiny. The present moment gave him no 
scope to emerge out of it in better mettles for brighter 
causes to be served in future. What future was there 
for a war of this kind, in his old age bordering on death 
at any moment of his own choice ? The words of Ganga 
and Sri Krishna rang in his ears continually, though, 
he could neither decide nor act upon those pieces of 
advice - the advice being : “Leave the body to the laws 
of Karma; and leave the soul to the care of Iswara and 
His mercy”. Bhishma had got some solace from these 
words earlier but there was nothing for him to act upon, 
except the injunction: ‘Leave’, which he could not 
practice, now. 

Bhishma worshipped Mahadeva Rudra and his 
son Skanda. Then he offered worship to Sri Krishna 
mentally. He then prayed for the victory of the Pandavas, 
Jayostu Panduputranam 2 , like Drona, who was given 

2 Ahanyahani Parthanam vriddhah kurupitamahah \ 
Bharadwajatmajaschaiva prataruttaya samyutan || 

Jayostu Panduputranam ityuchaturandimau || 

(Bhishma 17-5, 6) 
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to similar prayers from the very day that war was 
decided upon. His interpretation of Krishna’s advice in 
his muddled mind was : “Give to the Kauravas your 
body as a mark of loyalty; and your soul to the Pandavas 
as a matter of righteous duty”. Bhishma was not in a 
frame of mind to examine whether his interpretation was 
correct, as this ‘loyalty to both’ meant, in a way, 
‘disloyalty to both’ also! 

Bhishma was now dressed in spotless white clothes; 
he held a large bow bedecked with Ivory and wore a 
white headgear, a turban bedecked with pearls. His 
chariot was drawn by stately white horses 3 . In his blue 
coloured flag, there were signs of the Sun, the Moon 
and of five stars, looking like the sky come down to 
uphold his broad mindedness, and its divinity. He 
looked like the white Himalayas crowned with the sky 
befittingly. There was the royal umbrella, signifying 
power, over his head, visible to any distance, as he now 
symbolised the throne of Hastinapura. 

Bhishma wore the chest-shield tightly after his 
morning worship. It was made of gold, and to the size 
of Bhishma’s chest, with threads made out of tiger’s 
skin, tied behind his back tightly, in an artful manner. 
Servants saw to it that this shield was neither too tight 
nor too loose for bodily movements, or his age and what 
little comfort was available on the battlefield. For 
Bhishma’s legs, shafts now protected with skin of 



' Bhishma J gratah sarva sainyasya vriddhah svetacchtrah 

svetadhanussakhadgah \ 

Svetoshnishah pandurena dhvajena svetairasvaih 

svetashailaprakashah 1 1 
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elephants upto thighs, and he wore similar shoes, 
artistically made of similar materials. His forearm was 
too protected similarly leaving room for smooth and 
comfortable movements. His chariot was filled with 
weaponry of all kinds, - javelins, discs, maces, extra 
bows, arrows, poisoned swords that could cut and kill 
on their three edges, special missiles in reserve, extra- 
bow - strings, protections, water of course, thorny, 
throwable-maces, chained weights with numerous thorny 
points at the ball ends and so on. 

Bhishma’s most trusted charioteer was already in 
his seat after routine examination of the vehicle - in 
the wheels, their bolts, their strength in joints, the 
flag-mast, its steadfastness, the weapons behind and the 
special requirements of the master, in keeping with his 
age, his expertise and preferences for particular weapons, 
his conches, spare dresses and spare armours, coats of 
steel etc. He got down now, on seeing Bhishma climb 
down the steps of his mansion, to help him onto the 
vehicle, with ready hands. Bhishma smiled at him and 
looked as if to inquire whether the chariot was equipped 
and ready for a ride to the war-field. The charioteer 
beamed an equally assuring smile of satisfaction. 

Bhishma’s march now started with a five hundred 
strong battalion of cavaliers, seated on harnesses made 
of tigers’ skins. They wore bows and sheaths of arrows, 
and were protected with leather coats on their chests 
made of elephants’ skin. They also wore steel helmets. 

Behind Bhishma, followed the sons of Dhritarashtra, 
on horses, as their leader’s bodyguards. Dusshasana led 
them all and others - Durvisah, Durmukha, Dussah, 
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Vivimshati, Chitrasena, Vikama and others followed in 
batches. Among divisional commanders there were 
Bhurishravas and Purumitra giving Bhishma special 
protection and among Atirathas there were heroes like 
Satyavrata, Jaya, Shala and others, each with twenty 
thousand chariots and Folk Commandants, Forest- 
Chieftains like Ambastha, Traigartha, Sauvvira and 
Gandhara, numbering some twelve. They were ready to 
overtake Bhishma and launch an attack on the enemy, 
any moment, at the command of their leader. 

Besides, Bhishma’s retinue included professionals, 
non-warring assistants like those who were responsible 
for protecting Bhishma’s wheels of chariot, arms - 
suppliers when stocks got exhausted, special vehicles 
carrying extra replenishments of those weapons, and 
those assistants that carry them and load them on to 
new chariots, as old ones got broken up. There was no 
end to the number of drum - beaters, bugle - blowers 
and other war- drum varieties of those days. 

There was a small contingent of Elephant force, 
between the Cavaliers and Bhishma, decorated and 
bejeweled, symbolising royal glory and befitting the 
Commander-in-Chief. This was no festival or celebration 
time, but formality was formality ! It was ironically a 
procession towards death; the large foot-soldiered army 
behind Bhishma, in the rear, looked like an ocean in 
waves, flourishing weapons in the sky, shouting slogans 
of the victory that was yet to be achieved or celebrated, 
and enumerating names of their leaders, as if that was 
a sure formula for that sought-after-victory. There was 
history in it, heroic exploits in rhythmic narration, and 
pious wishful thinking in plenty. 
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When Bhishma’s sojourn was about to start, young 
damsels came in groups, dressed in royal costumes to 
wave flames of camphor, as a mark of wishing him 
victory, and as an auspicious omen, pre-arranged. They 
also waved waters in specially arranged colours of 
saffron and yellow in golden trays, as marks of advance 
victory wished well in innocent hearts. These rituals 
were a must in those days, irrespective of army strength, 
their rights and wrongs, and the consequences of war. 

Duryodhana, surprisingly, was standing bare footed 
near the Grandsire’s chariot, as it was about to start on 
its onward march. Bhishma liked it as more than a 
formality by an arrogant Prince who would not normally 
observe any protocols. The Sire’s right hand went 
habitually on his long white beard that was now tied 
up into a convenient knot to prevent inconvenient arm 
movements, and in appreciation of the gesture by the 
proud Prince, Bhishma said : “Son! I shall do my very 
best, till there is a last drop of blood in this body. It 
is indebted to you and shall die for you, logically. 
I shall not retreat until truth wins and untruth dies.” 

Bhishma set his right foot first in the chariot, and 

ft 

closed his eyes for a moment to remember Sri Krishna 
and pay his respects to Him; his Tilak on the face 
indicated his commitment to Vishnu on his chosen path 
of salvation, which now lay in action, dedicated to God 
as yoga. Bhishma now signalled to the charioteer, to 
move the chariot forward, and at that moment choruses 
of ‘Jai’ emanated from a million throats, drums sounded, 
conches blew, and the unit started a stately movement, 
slowly and then gathered speed. 
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There was an alternate route to Kurukshetra on 
which army requirements, supplies and a different kind 
of retinue had already started off earlier, by a day or 
two in another auspicious moment. It consisted of food, 
cooking vessels, edible oils, fuel, beds for rest, coverings, 
clothes, drinks, jewels, headgears, wealth for distribution 
as inducements in emergency crises, armours, weapons, 
missiles, lamps for night camps, non-edible oils for 
these, and then lamp - bearers, barbers, cooks, bards, 
servants to carry vessels, fuel and other materials in such 
transport, errand boys, flag bearers, indicators to the 
effect that this was no army to be attacked, doctors, 
nurses, palanquin bearers, and so on. There was an 
advance party that examined natural water reservoirs, 
wells, tanks, pools and other storages to check up that 
the enemy had not poisoned these, and to get enough 
water for the army in places where natural facilities 
were not there, by arranging quick supply in make-shift 
camps, as well as emergency halts. This was a must 
since hoary times. There were tents to be raised for 
necessary halts of rest for all the army and neighbouring 
villagers were co-opted for service under monetary and 
other inducements. Loyalty was a must on their parts, 
as otherwise punishments were in plenty by cruel 
precedents. Bamboo poles, wooden pillars, ropes, and 
other material were being transported on tamed elephants 
and camels and under supervisors who kept accounts 
of all these under higher, stricter vigil. 

Bhishma was followed by Prince Duryodhana by 
an hour’s distance, and behind him were Ashvatthama 
and others. Drona and Kripa followed them. Saindhava 
Jayadratha was in the vanguard. Shalya had already left. 
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People from a distance, in neighbouring villages could 
identify the marching warriors by identifying their large 
waving flags with particular signs, markings and symbols, 
on their respective chariots. Thus, for example, Drona’s 
flag bore a water-gourd, Ashvatthama’s carried a fire- 
altar, Duryodhana’s was a serpent’s and so on. The 
armies moved in well-structured patterns called Vyuhas, 
as prescribed and practiced by Gods, Humans and 
Gandharvas - known as manusha, daiva, and Gandharva 
in categories. Duryodhana was occasionally issuing 
instructions to suppliers on the alternate route, wherever 
they crossed each others, “Let there be distance between 
tent and tent; let guards be vigilant, let water, food and 
fuel be available nearest to each tent; let there be no 
interruption in supplies and services.” After a day’s 
march, the army reached the western bank of river 
Hiranvati and mingled with the larger army stationed 
there. 

djb 

Here at Upaplavya also the armies marched on the 
same day. First marched Bhima’s huge chariot, then 
Dhrishtadyumna’s, followed by Nakula’s, Sahadeva’s, 
Dhrishtaketu’s, then king Virata’s, and then Shikhandi’s; 
now came Arjuna’s chariot, followed by Yuyudhana’s, 
Yudhishthira’s, Drupada’s, Abhimanyu’s, Satyaki’s, 
Chekitana’s and others’, with small contingents of armies, 
and assistants of various categories. Chariot protectors, 
weapons-carriers, bodyguards, foot soldiers, elephant 
brigades, cavalier forces and countless chariots followed 
in perfect order, rhythm, discipline and war-enthusiasm. 
Here was a united army, in contrast, with no divided 
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loyalties, and no doubts about its righteous cause and 
so, naturally enthusiastic without the aids of battle 
drums and other stimulants. They made all the difference 
between the armies in their mental make up or resolve. 

Before the final march, the situation in the Pandava 
camp was very touching. Yudhishthira had a good 
auspicious bath, dressed himself in white clothes and 
came to the courtyard to receive his brothers. The 
queens of the Pandava brothers along with Draupadi had 
also all assembled there to wish them well and wave 
lighted camphor and coloured waters in clean golden 
trays. Draupadi looked like Mother Power, the All- 
Mother when she scattered the magically incanted 
yellow rice-corn ( akshata ) on the heads of the brothers 
to say : “Come back victorious, sparing none among 
the enemies of Dharma.” They felt that a force like 
spiritual effervescence was running through her veins, 
and she was possessed of a Divine Consciousness, when 
she uttered those words. Abhimanyu bowed down to 
all the mothers there to take farewell. Then 
Dhrishtadyumna came to fetch them, signalling that all 
arrangements were complete. King Drupada looked like 
Para Shiva on that occasion and no one could say that 
he was not young or youthful. Drupada put his long 
arms each on the shoulders of Shikhandi and 
Dhrishtadyumna, accompanying him on either side, and 
said : “My boys, you are like meteors come on the earth 
to destroy the two planet-like heroes on the enemy side 
- Bhishma and Drona. You have the heavy duties of 
fulfilling those oracles and bring peace on the earth and 
joy to millions of righteous and right thinking people. 
May you be successful. There may be no time or chance 
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on the war - field to meet again and again to discharge 
this duty of reminding you of your goals, your holy 
missions, or put spirit into you at moments of need. 
Destroy the enemy forces mercilessly from today alone 
and end the operation as early as possible. God bless 
you, my boys.” 

Sri Krishna now arrived with Satyaki to join them. 
Krishna, dressed in yellow robes, resembling the colour 
of the early morning rays of the sun, was actually more 
handsome than ever before, as if to reaffirm that he was 
verily the God of the Upanishads, come down from the 
Solar orb on the earth, and on the side of the Pandavas, 
to tell the world at large that this war was against God 
by the Demons, in the Vedic archetype. Krishna was 
very handsome usually, but today his personality was 
resplendent with new shades of Beauty, drawing elements 
from his unique crown, from underneath which his black 
curly hair was peeping out to partake of the pleasure 
of look at that benign face. The bewitching smiles, 
which he beamed frequently, had the quality of 
destabilizing the poise of the minds of Pandava-enemies, 
and frustrating their carefully attempted aims at specific 
targets. What missiles could not achieve, these smiles 
did, as a substitute for the weapons that he had vowed 
not to wield this time in war. How could the enemy 
anticipate all this, as he had no faith in or use for Divine 
Aesthetics, and the efficacy of anything as instrument 
of God, not necessarily in a conventional sense or form? 
What weapon was there in his hands when he vanquished 
Kamsa, even as a young boy ? What instruments were 
used to save Draupadi from public humiliation in that 
notorious assembly, especially when he was far away 
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from her? Sages knew that Time was his great instrument; 
but the Kauravas had no use for the concept of Time 
as God’s greatest weapon. 

Draupadi neared him and said ; “Dear brother, need 
I remind you of a vow you took some thirteen years 
ago, and that the time for its fulfillment has perhaps 
arrived now ?” 4 - she mentioned his initial words, and 
Sri Krishna finished the rest with a reassuring smile . 5 
The two parts of the verse together meant to say : 

“Sister Krishnadevi ! Heavens may fall, the 
Himalayas may lose their ice, the earth may go to 
pieces, and the ocean may dry up but take it from me, 
my words will never go sterile. I shall destroy all those 
that were responsible for your humiliation, or who were 
spectators of that evil, cruel act, and tie up your 
scattered curls of hair. You shall become the Queen of 
Queens. Believe me.” 

Then Sri Krishna sported a mischievous glance at 
the Pandavas, and while eyes looked at them, he spoke 
to Draupadi further : 

“Sister, the day I have been looking for, the moment 
anticipated by sages and saints, all those on the side 
of Dharma, and the most propitious muhurtha awaited 
by your husbands, has, after all arrived. This time, 
whoever may spare the evil fellows, I shall certainly 
not. I shall end them up.” 

Dhoumya arrives now to bless the Pandavas, and 
with appropriate Vedic verses, he pronounces the required 
benediction and blesses them all. 



4 Dyauh patet Himavan shiryet prithvi Shakahli bhavet \ 

5 Shushyet toyanidhih Krishne! Na me mogham vacho bhavet || 
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Veda Vyasa himself arrives on the spot at this 
moment to infuse them with the strength of duty as 
Dharma : 

“Dharmaputra, Truth alone can win and not untruth. 
That is the primordial law. Do not transgress it. It is 
not the size of the army that decides victory. Yours may 
be a small army, but it has Right and Justice on its 
side. See the self-confidence of your soldiers and their 
enthusiasm . 6 Even in earlier ages, Narada had pronounced 
this same truth 7 that victory is not the product of mere 
prowess or strength, but of truth, compassion, law of 
Dharma and human efforts based on these values. 
Victory without values is for brutes , short lived and 
it does not lead to civilization or the happiness guaranteed 
by goodness, greatness and spiritual wisdom. Go and 
emerge victorious.” 

Vyasa disappeared. The Pandavas were thrilled by 
this miracle of Vyasa’s appearance and blessings ! 

Sri Krishna then went out and personally examined 
whether all was right with Arjuna’s chariot, like an 
ordinary charioteer - the wheels, the flag staff, weapons 
to be loaded, the horses, the armours and shields and 
so on. He beamed a smile of satisfaction while the 
brothers were still talking among themselves. He then 
stood near the chariot, to help Arjuna onto his seat, as 

6 Alpayam va mahatyam va senayam id nischayah | 

Harsho yodhaganasyaiko jayalakshanamuchyate || 

Na bahulyena senayah jayo bhavad nityashah \ 

Adhruvo hi jayo nama Daivam chatra parayanam || 

7 Na tatha balaviryabhyam jayanti vijigishavah \ 

yatha satyanrishamsabhyam dharmenaive udyamena ch || 
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per custom and protocol. The horses looked at him 
longingly. Krishna patted them, comforted them, and 
avoided being licked by them, in the manner of cows 
and calves of Gokula - saying, “not now; not so soon; 
wait a bit !” They understood perhaps and stood still 
as if to mind the task immediately ahead. Then Krishna 
was the first on to his seat and then He escorted Arjuna 
to climb up and be seated, with mock-humble words 
in the mode of ordinary servants : “Your Lordship may 
please be seated.” Flowers poured from the skies at that 
hour, blessed by gods. Next Yudhishthira, Bhima, 
Virata, Drupada and all other heroes also rose into their 
respective chariots. The last to climb was 
Dhrishtadyumna, after inspecting the front batches and 
the rear guard. White flags waved everywhere, 
announcing the movement of the army in steadiness, 
at the same moment. Sri Krishna now blew his conch 
Panchajanya. Arjuna followed by blowing his Devadatta. 
Bhima threw his heavy mace into the skies and caught 
it in a firm grasp as it came down in a stately fall, 
to signify that the enemy was now in his grip, in his 
clasp, inescapable, as the war had, after all odds, 
materialised, after thirteen wasted years. 

As the army crossed the township, and emerged into 
open space, Dhrishtadyumna arranged it in a Vyuha 
called “Suchimukha” - meaning the “eye of a needle” 
or “the mouth of a needle.” The army, so arranged, 
marched on, avoiding burial grounds, temples, temple- 
lands, hermitages, holy river sides, pilgrim spots, divine 
groves and parks, and hilly tracts infested with hiding 
places of enemies, as far as that was possible. Now they 
were on the southern side of Hiranvati, at Kurukshetra, 
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and the army quickly converted the river itself into a 
moat to surround it, to avoid ambush by the unprincipled 
enemy. The additional advantage of so turning the river 
was to prevent water from running straight into the army 
camp, and also water to be available everywhere at the 
required moment. So a disadvantageous position of 
nature was turned to advantage by the skilful engineers 
of the Pandava army. 

It was winter and the cold of Kurukshetra was 
world - notorious. So fires were lit for the comfort of 
soldiers everywhere, within and without the camps at 
nights. Enough material as fuel in the form of comhusks, 
firewood and hay had been gathered on the way, in 
addition to stocks that were stored secure. On the first 
night of final halt, the soldiers bathed in the river, 
offered evening prayers, had light food and went into 
a few hours of sleep in full guard of sentries at the 
gates of the camps. 

djb 

Draupadi was sent to Kampilya, Drupada’s capital 
from Upaplavya from where the Pandava army had 
marched to Kurukshetra. (Women were not allowed on 
the war fields in those days). This news reached the 
Kaurava camp, and their hopes of the Pandavas taking 
to forests as recluses, in frustration, proved false. 

Subhadradevi, along with Uttara (Abhimanyu’s 
wife) had reached Virata’s capital for safety. Similarly, 
other wives of the Pandavas, and heroes on their side 
had also moved to safe shelters, before the war started. 

Dhrishtadyumna had promulgated disciplinary codes 
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in army camps so that enemy infiltration could be 
avoided and secrets not divulged before plans materialised 
into action in strategies. Entry ‘codes’ changed every 
now and then, and army movements in surprise attacks, 
and sieges came under strict secrecy and close monitoring 
by the Commander-in-Chief. 

Now the two armies were separated by the mere 
width of that river Hiranvati, and soldiers could see each 
other in movements in opposite camps. Someone in The 
Pandava camp sighted Duryodhana’s flag flying high on 
a tent, and blew a conch in excitement! Others joined 
soon, and soldiers came out of tents to see the cause 
of provocation! 

The opposite camp, already in rest, as they had 
arrived a day earlier, woke up to this noise and came 
out to see why there was so much fanfare in the opposite 
camp. They were totally surprised to see the discipline, 
preparedness, enthusiasm and the good numbers of the 
army, which had occupied their sides so silently, so 
surreptitiously. 

Kartika Amavasya (New Moon) day: the remaining 
army contingents were still arriving with accessories, 
materials and equipments. 

Dhrishtadyumna met Bhishma and the two jointly 
decided that war should start ten days after the next 
lunar eclipse occurred, on the full moon day. That meant 
quite a lot of gap for armies still to assemble, discuss, 
arrange and plan. The day for the war was fixed for 
Ekadasi of the brighter half of Margashira, in the 
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morning, soon after sun rise. Till then no one should 
indulge in squabbles or stray struggles, wordy duels that 
could precipitate the war itself - no lifting up of arms 
on any pretext. When terms like these were mutually 
agreed upon, and the conditions were consented to, 
Dhrishtadyumna made it a point to make Duryodhana, 
Kama, Shakuni and Dusshasana as parties to these in the 
presence of Yudhishthira, Bhima and Aijuna on his side. 

Yudhishthira : “War is no gamble, but a fair game, 
if it is to yield the desired results, as to who is 
on the side of Justice and who is on the wrong. 
That is what we are going to decide here. So we 
should have a clear and universal understanding, 
mutually agreed upon - not for convenience’s sake, 
but as inherited wisdom in practice. If a foot-soldier 
or cavalier, or anyone insults the other, his 
counterpart, orally, the reply should be in words 
only and not in terms of weapons or wounds, 
befittingly. If someone wants to retire from war, or 
the war-field, he must not be attacked, but gracefully 
allowed to retire. No one should hit from behind. 
A charioteer must only fight a charioteer, a horse 
soldier with his counterpart, and with similar 
weapons and so on, for war to be fair and equal. 
Treachery is to be strictly abjured. One under fear, 
with scattered hair, tom shield or screaming for 
help and craving for surrender should under no 
pretext be attacked. An armless or disarmed soldier 
needs mercy until he is again equipped. Non- 
warring army staff like charioteers, arm - lifters, 
doctors, errand boys, drum beaters, yoke bearers, 
and so on should not be attacked....” 
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Bhishma : “Need you enumerate all these minor 
details? Is not all this understood in a fair war?” 

Bhima : “Sire! Days of fair-war, like fair or friendly 
gamble, are over. That is why we are here, as you 
too know. If any pretence of fairness is yet to be 
given a chance for survival, it is essential that we 
observe rules strictly, major or minor.” 

Bhishma : “You are right, after all! I merely suggested 
that we know all this before hand, too well”. 

Yudhishthira : “Another important term : War is only 
between sunrise and sunset. Night is all for rest. 
If there are to be extensions, alterations or alternative 
terms, they should happen only with mutual consent”. 

Sri Krishna : “There is a more fundamental 
consideration: those who break these terms first, 
have no right to insist on the other side to follow 
it, thereafter. The affected is at liberty then to return 
the right remedy to the norm-breaker in his own 
way at his chosen time and opportunity”. 

Bhishma becomes apprehensive for a moment, 
looks up at Krishna without winkless-eyes, and then 
stares at Shakuni, Duryodhana and others, as if to ask 
them in silent language: “Do you understand ?” and then 
replies : 

“Yudhishthira, I can vouch, I shall not allow any 
violations of these or moral breaches, at least as long 
as I am on the war-field”. 

Bhinia : “Let us remember that this is a dignified war 
field and no gallery for gamble-witnessing or 
playing”. 
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Bhishma : “Let us not rake up old history. Why do 
you say it again and again ?” 

Bhima : “Because of experience that should not repeat!” 

Bhishma : “It shall not repeat. Try to speak calmly and 
forget the past”. 

Bhima : “The present is an off-shoot of the past only, 
and unless we make determined joint efforts for a 
better future, the past will repeat as future, abolishing 
times’ fruitful intervention. I am neither out-bursting 
nor overstepping, I suppose”. 

Bhishma : “Quite, Quite, my boy!” 

Dhrishtadyumna : “Bhima, silence please. Old accounts 
will be settled one way or another shortly. Why 
waste words ? 

Sri Krishna : “Grandsire, Bhima is just in his well 
considered words of caution. Did I not myself say, 
in that assembly, which met to hear me, where you 
too were present, that- ‘ when an envious person, 
intolerant of another’s prosperity tries to steal away 
his everything by force, and fraud, prompted by 
fate, as it were, then arose the cruel event of war, 
and to protect the affected party in distress, Gods 
endowed him with shields, weapons and the bow?” 8 

Bhishma : “Who can deny that, oh Krishna ? Now 
nobody can hold you or me responsible for the 



8 Yada gridhyet parabhoothou nrishamshah vidhiprakopat 
balamadadanah | 

Tato rajnam abhavat yuddhametat tatra jatham varma shastram 
dhanusch || 
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present state of affairs. That at least is my comfort. 
I am responsible for whatever happens hereafter in 
my leadership”. 

cQr> 

W 

On that ill-fated eclipse day - Amavasya - the 
Yadava and Kuru leaders bathed themselves in the river 
Hiranvati and offered watery ablutions to their dear 
departed souls, their ancestors. They met a batch of 
pilgrims there from Gokula, by chance, who had also 
come there for a similar purpose. These were surprised 
to see, Krishna, after a long time, and on the war-field. 
Vasudeva, Rohini, Devaki and others hugged Sri Krishna 
and exchanged pleasantries. They also ruminated over 
the past exploits of Krishna at Brindavan and Gokula. 
Nobody talked of war, as the situation was obvious and 
spoke for itself. 

* 

Everybody anxiously waited for the next lunar 
eclipse on the foreboding Full Moon day - with nothing 
of significance happening in between. Meanwhile armies 
went on assembling on either side, coming from far off 
places. Daily exercises could be seen everywhere and 
mock demonstration of attacks and counter attacks, 
defence and strategic structuring of the army patterns 
went on, mornings and evenings. 

Arjuna was now engaged in praying to Mother 
Durga in these anxious days of countdown of moments. 
Durga appears one day on his mental pedestal : 

Durga : “Brother Arjuna , why do you so pray to me, 
while my brother, the All-Lord Sri Krishna is by 
your own side ? Why not pray to Him ? 
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Arjuna : “Mother, you are the one to grant victory. 
Please bless me and our army to achieve it by your 
grace”. 

Durga : “Do you doubt it when the Lord of Success 
is with you ?” 

Arjuna : “It is not a question of doubt. I did my duty 
by you and paid my respects to you at the right 
moment. There must be no lapses in these matters 
of divine duty. Success is not in our hands, but in 
yours”. 

Durga : “Glad. Then I shall perform my duty. Go 
fearlessly”. 

& 

Kama too had a dream on the New Moon day 
preceding the Karthika Amavasya. He had narrated it 
to Krishna, too. In that dream Yudhishthira rises to the 
top tower of a thousand pillared Hall, which is actually 
a palace. The other brothers are with him too, then. All 
of them are dressed in white clothes, and wear white 
headgears.... The earth below is littered with bodies of 
dead soldiers, and dismembered parts of their decaying 
bodies. Yudhishthira has to walk up on them to rise to 
the top of that building. He now holds a golden vessel 
in which there is sweet soup mixed with ghee and 
honey, and drinks it sip by sip. Bhima is climbing up 
some hazy hillock.... not clear enough. Arjuna is on a 
mythical white elephant, and holds his Gandiva bow 
firmly in a non operational clasp. Nakula and Sahadeva 
ride in a palanquin borne by humans. Kama also has 
a glimpse of some Kaurava heroes - most of them in 
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red clothes marching towards the south. Kama knows 
its meaning. A white royal umbrella is seen on the heads 
of Ashvatthama, Kripa and Kritavarma. 

Now Kama remembered the significance of this 
dream on the ghastly Kartika Amavasya night. Sri 
Krishna, in the other camp too, remembered Kama’s 
narration of this, and the meaning was clear to both. 
Duryodhana too had bad dreams on that night, like 
Dusshasana. Bhishma and Drona had spent sleepless 
nights. 

Hastinavati had a desolate look, for those that were 
left behind, and those that were elsewhere on the war 
front, to remember it. 

Dhritarashtra had no sleep, and remembered Veda 
Vyasa. No peace ! He sent for Sanjaya. Vyasa taught 
him timely advice, and interpreted the dreams and the 
portents. Dhritarashtra did not relish anything that could 
save him, his sons, and the larger mankind. He wanted 
success for his sons, at all cost, which destiny was to 
deny him. 



CHAPTER 9 



SANJAYA ENDOWED WITH 
SPECIAL VISUAL POWERS 

Dhritarashtra began to have special heartbeats after 
learning that all his sons had left for the war-front. He 
slept no more peaceful nights. His heart-beats sang only 
one song in a monotonous rhythm: “Thy sons shall 
return no more !” He regretted, for the time being, for 
his having not listened to Vidura’s wise words. His 
encouragement to his son in all his diabolical plots and 
over-ambitious schemes to overthrow and slay the 
cousins, now began to eat into his vitals. Above all, 
non-prevention of that deceitful gamble began to weigh 
upon his feeble and fickle mind, in its moment of 
distress. His own further share in ensuring the failure 
of Sri Krishna’s embassy and mediation for peace was 
there as the final taunt for ever. How could he pretend 
innocence to himself? Who would believe him? Everyone 
from Bhishma to Sanjaya, all knew that he was the 
epicenter of this war of a volcanic eruption. There was 
no Shakuni or Kama to comfort him ! They were there 
on the war-field to consume their own cup of poison, 
having made it ! He began to realise slowly that he 
might be destined to survive his son’s death, in a long 
life of eternal self-torment and perpetual regret. The 
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thought staggered him and broke what little heart he 
had, to endure. He was now sure, for once, that not 
one of any of those assembled on either side of the war, 
would survive, as Vyasa had told him. It looked as if 
conviction would not arise from merely listening to 
good advice in time, but only when all was lost, out 
of remorseless suffering. But even in that ghastly 
moment of being so near to truth, his mind began the 
usual earlier cacophony of blaming the Pandavas for his 
ills. Did not the Veda condemn ‘killing’ instead of 
extolling it ?‘ Why then do the Pandavas kill his sons, 

being well versed in scriptures? Dhritarashtra sent 

for Sanjaya as usual in such moments of stress, for 
infructuous listening of words of wisdom : 

Dhritarashtra : “Sanjaya, has the war started ? I hear 
that the Pandavas are finally reconciled to kill 
Bhishma and Drona, for the sake of territory. Does 
that not mean that Adharma is mightier than 
Dharma ? Or else would you say that the fault is 
in us, in as much as we are ready to sacrifice these 
elderly respectable men, to retain power ? Where 
does the fault lie exactly ?” 

Sanjaya : “Maharaja, do not blame your son for your 
own faults. His share is his own, and not under 
your account. Your share is double in both 
encouraging evil, and not preventing it, while it was 
still in your hand. Why blame the Pandavas, Rajan? 
They have resorted to this war as the last resort, 
as the bounden duty of the warring class, after 



1 Na vadhah pujyate Vede 



I 
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tremendous patience exercised all these more than 
dozen wasted years. What is now left to you is to 
die with the admission of your own fault, and so 
reducing your burden.” 

Dhritarashtra : “How will that reduce my burden? Will 
it not increase it ?” 

Sanjaya : “It will reduce the burden in the sense, that 
it will give you the determination to carry that 
burden by you and you alone !” 

Dhritarashtra : “How will determination lighten the 
burden?” 

Sanjaya : “In the same way in which it sharpened your 
ambitions, to accumulate your weights in the other 
direction ! Determination is a double edged sword; 
it can kill, carry, construct or destroy.” 

Dhritarashtra : “I do not understand ! You are 
becoming more and more mystical these days. You 
speak in symbolic language, in images, and in 
metaphors, in which I am not educated or trained. 
Be plain, for heaven’s sake !” 

Sanjaya : “Sir ! Language becomes loaded when 
speaking of these matters of good and evil, naturally. 
I am no more educated than your esteemed self. 
I speak only what I can see in my uncorrupted 
consciousness, unclouded by unreasonable ambitions. 
If there are symbols or metaphors there, I do not 
know. Ask someone better, if you like.” 

Dhritarashtra is more distressed by this bold and 

straight reply than ever before, and begins to shed tears, 

and thinks of Veda Vyasa. Vyasa appears ; 
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Vyasa : “Son, there is no use calculating the consequences 
when you cannot prevent them any longer. God has 
begun to act upon what conditions have been 
wrought on this earth against his laid-down moral 
and spiritual laws. Aggressors of the law will be 
wiped out, to assert the might of morality. If you 
are prepared to see with your own eyes what is 
going to happen, I shall endow you with eye-power 
for a short while.” 

Dhritarashtra : “I do not wish to be a witness to the 
fratricide, to take place . 2 

Vyasa was struck by the irony of the suggestion 
that it was the Pandavas that were going to die, not 
his own sons, as Dhritarashtra fondly believed even at 
this moment! (the word jnati means cousins, not sons) 

Vyasa : “What else do you want ?” 

Dhritarashtra : “It is enough if I can learn first hand 
reports of daily happenings in the battle field. If 
someone can narrate it in detail it will be good .” 3 

Vyasa blesses Sanjaya with such powers that even 
without being on the battle field, Sanjaya is not only 
able to visualise the actual scenes on all the fronts, 
but also the happenings within the minds of fighting 
heroes on either side ! 



2 Na rochaye jnativadham drashtum Brahmarshisattama | 

(He does not mean the death of his sons, but the death of 
their cousins!!) 

J Yuddhametatvaseshena shrunuyam lava tejasa || 
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Vyasa : “Let me give you special powers, so that during 
day time as well as at night, whatever is happening 
anywhere there, in the minds of individuals, shall 
be revealed to you as if you see them directly, hear 
them directly, on the earth, in the skies, behind or 
before you. You shall not be touched or troubled 
even if you visit the war sites. May you hear far 
off outer voices also, as well as see what is 
otherwise imperceptible for other human beings. No 
weapon shall touch you, no tiresomeness shall stop 
you. May you live long after the war to be a lone 
witness to all this in an extraordinary super human 
way. I shall myself author forth this story to unfold 
the truthfulness of the Pandavas, and the wickedness 
of the Kauravas. Alas ! No one can stop this war 
hereafter. Victory is only for truth and justice. 
Proceed, my boy.” 

Sanjaya became possessed as it were from that very 
moment ! He was blessed with all those faculties that 
later on went to make a Poet in a divine sense - 
perception, power to understand the overtones and 
undertones of situations and characters, their ‘asides’, 
‘insides’, power of interpretation, power to recall them 
to mind later on, at any moment of need and re-live 
those moments in divine animation, (Imagination as the 
latter day analysts would call it) - and the power to 
draw immediate conclusions from a moral and spiritual 
angle. Blessed was he indeed. 

Vyasa remained there for some more time to teach 
Dhritarashtra some firm lessons of life : 

Vyasa : “All Kshatriya families will be wiped out this 
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time, in this fateful war. Omens indicate it plentifully; 
vultures, crows, kites and eagles converge on 
mountain tops - in clusters for human flesh ! What 
does this strange ‘union’ mean ? Why do carcasses 
fly to the heights of hill tops in mornings and 
evenings, at dawn and dusk ? The moon just looks 
like a ball of fire on the Kartika full moon night 
- as against full brightness expected of him on that 
night! Why this diminution ? Why do images and 
metal statues in worship-rooms sweat and tremble? 
Why do they vomit blood like human beings ? Why 
do drums sound without a human touch or beating 
by someone ? Have you ever heard cuckoos, koils, 
parrots, swans, and peacocks making death-cries of 
the most terrible type like forest creatures ? You 
can hear these now ! Rains contain stone-missiles 
and elements of flesh, and pour down in untimely 
seasons ! Take astronomical unusuals ! See that 
Arundhati star, which should always precede 
Vasistha, is now proceeding before him ! What does 
this abnormality mean ? Shani - Saturn - is causing 
tensions for Rohini - which again is unusual. Why 
do thunder-bolts crack in blue skies, empty of 
clouds ? Let all these be : See horses and elephants 
weep as they stand in war-fields without provocation. 
What does this indicate? Should asses and mules 
reproduce in cows and other dissimilar categories 
of animals ? Should children copulate with mothers 
as they do now ? What kind of times are we coming 
to ? The cycle of seasons has gone mad as it were, 
and we have untimely flowers and fruits. Mothers 
are giving birth to abnormal children in unusual 
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numbers. Sex-transformations have become common 
and commonplace. Birds that live with man in town 
and those that live on flesh, in forests have learnt 
cohabitation and collective living ! Can there be 
some evil provocation behind all these ? Have you 
ever heard lame and blind persons dancing ? Why 
do images in temples fight among themselves as 
foul fellows on the war-field ? Can lotuses grow 
on trees, instead of in steady waters ? The eclipse 
now is due in the Tula zodiac. Meteors appear in 
clusters. Mars is in Makha star, Jupiter in Shravana 
and Rahu in Uttara Phalguni. This is not a good 
combination for the world. Venus is in Proshthapad. 
The Saptarshis have lost lustre. Jupiter and Saturn 
who ought to last long in each zodiac are 
approaching Vishakha star in a sinister quick 
movement. Two eclipses in a fortnight of less than 
fourteen days - a lunar and a solar one - are not 
doing any good to the world of today. Have you 
ever heard of such a phenomenon before ? 4 Should 
an eclipse occur or happen on the thirteenth day 
of a fort night - with two lunar days swallowed? 
Good God ! I have neither seen this nor heard of 
it before. This surely ends an age of evil !” 

Dhritarashtra was fear-struck by these crystal clear 
words of Vyasa, and something stung him - the 
description of the period as an ‘age of evil’. He was 



4 Chandradityaubhau grastau ekahne cha trayodashim \ 
Apan’ani graham yatau praja samkshayamicchavah || 

Chaturdasim panchadasim bhutapur\>am cha shodhashim | 
Imam tu nabijanami hyamavasyam trayodhasim || 
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silent for some time, and said something that gave the 
impression to Vyasa of his willingness to go through 
it, rather than stop the war. Dhritarashtra said : 

“Teacher Sire, what if kings and warriors die as 
per the duties of their class or caste ? They will certainly 
attain heavens for this noble act of theirs.” 

This was a determination to go through the war 
to the finish, no matter even if all his sons died ! This 
was defiance, devilish ! Vyasa was struck by this strange 
and stupid stubbornness, and made one more effort to 
dissuade him : 

“Son ! It is Father Time that creates this world, 
sustains it and swallows it, for still better phases of 
evolution. But the code of Time does not prescribe 
fratricide as the only course of new emergencies. There 
are more civilized, cultural ways of dying and 
disappearance. I advise you to prevent war even in this 
last moment. You are capable of doing so, if only you 
will it that way. I do not like this irresponsible fighting, 
even now, personally, although I have no stakes in it. 
Let not your son impose this war and death on innocent 
others. He is no God . He should also be a responsible 
instrument of God. Do not be a helpless witness, while 
still being helpful. You are blind and so cannot see 
others’ sufferings. You cannot even imagine it in your 
mind’s blindness, in the absence of actual response. 
After all, even being an Emperor has not made a 
difference to you, as you cannot enjoy anything with 
your own eyes. You cannot see if others respect you 
or have contempt for you ! But Dharma, though 
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invisible, is available for silent experiencing even with 
blind eyes. Trust that, and not the vain glories never 
experienced by you. Dharma brings good name and 
fame here, and bliss in the other world. Call your son, 
pull him up. Cancel the war, recall your soldiers and 
announce truce by giving the Pandavas their legitimate 
dues.” 

Dhritarashtra did not relish these unwanted words 
of advice, as they went against his ‘self-interests’ as he 
thought in his blurred view. He considered it as an 
intolerable intrusion, and so snubs Vyasa in audacious 
words : 

Dhritarashtra : “Wise sage ! What you know, I know 
too; no need to explain all this any further. Do I 
not know we are all instruments of Time ? Need 
you say this so emphatically again and again ? Let 
me tell you one thing firmly and finally : When 
selfishness is involved, all three worlds and their 
inhabitants get clouded minds and do what they 
think is right. I am part of one of these worlds. 
If my mind is clouded, it is my account, not 
another’s. If my sons do not listen to me after 
repeated advice, should I cut off my relations with 
them unilaterally ? Moreover how can I accept that 
all they have done is totally wrong ?” 5 



5 Svarthe hi sammuhyati tata loko mam chapi 

lokatmakameva viddhi \ 

Na chapi te madvashago Maharshe na cha dharmam 

kartumarha hi me matih || 



158 



Those Eighteen Days 



Vyasa was dumb-struck by this foul reply of 
Dhritarashtra hinting that it was not wrong on his son’s 
part to eliminate the Pandavas as his enemies, by any 
means’ even war ! The lust for power was so strong 
in this stubborn reply, that there was nothing more to 
answer. He did not want to disappear suddenly. So he 
speaks : 

Vyasa : “You, son of Vichitravirya ! I have done my 
duty. But it is you who have called me. Before I 
go, if you have any more questions, ask me ; let 
me see if I can answer.” 

Dhritarashtra : “What are the good omens that indicate 
success in war, sir ?” 

Vyasa felt that in this loaded question, the implication 
was whether there prevailed at least one or two good 
omens on the side of his son. The blind king wanted 
success for an evil - doer, in war ! 

So unmindful of the evil intent of the question, 
Vyasa answers, casually, disinterestedly, leaving the 
inferences to the king : 

“Fire in the altar must shine peacefully in luster. 
The smoke should be in the clockwise direction - 
dakshinavartha. There must be pleasing odours in the 
oblations to Fire. Conches, drums, and other similar 
percussion instruments must produce deep and assuring 
sounds of rhythm coordination and not cacophony. The 
Sun and the Moon should shine with natural splendours, 
unhindered by celestial hindrances or adjuncts. Crows 
must make humanly likeable sounds of calling. Other 
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birds too; no startling or warning or bemoaning sounds, 
or fear-filled ones. If the garland around the neck of 
a fighting soldier does not fade for a long time, that 
is a sure sign of victory in advance. Horses must neigh 
pleasingly, in encouraging tones or waves of pleasant 
neighing. I have already told you that it is not the 
numbers in the army that matters, but self confidence 
of the fighting crew, whatever their numbers may be. 
If you have broken-hearted soldiers with diffidence, writ 
large on their faces, even you will get frightened; won’t 
you ? A war won with diplomatic force is the best; 
the one that you win by dividing the enemy is next best; 
but war by use of force only, is the worst. Its fall-outs 
are also far numerous to be enumerated, in brief. 
Garuda 6 does not appreciate such a war in which your 
own army gets devastated while stupidly facing a far 
larger army on your enemy’s side ! Heroes do not 
depend, either, on the largeness of armies ! That may 
not always be possible also.” 

Dhritarashtra, instead of finding comfort from these 
words, got more distressed and distracted ! Vyasa 
disappeared !! 

djb 

cx5 



6 This must be a reference to a political manual by Garuda as author, 
which is now lost, perhaps. Numerous such manuals are mentioned 
in Kaatilya’s Artha sastra , and by Bhishma in Anusasana and 
Shanti Parvas. 

Na Vainateyo Garudah prcishamsah mahajanam | 

Drishtva suvarno \vichitaim mahatya api Bharata || 
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Margashira, bright half of the fortnight, morning 
of the tenth day it was - just one day before the war 
was to start. On that pleasant morning Bhishma was 
having morning bath in the river Hiranvati, in 
Kurukshetra, and performing his first Sandhya worship 
of the day. Something happened to distract his attention 
then! A fourteen year young boy was practicing arrow- 
shooting into the skies, unaware of all those who were 
bathing in that river. He was on the fine sands of the 
riverbank. He was testing his skills in all varieties of 
shooting, for his own satisfaction, but onlookers had 
gathered in good numbers from either camp, themselves 
great archers, to see this young lion as it were, indulging 
in what elders often lacked- sheer skills. Bhishma tried 
to recollect if he had seen this lad ever before.... no.... 
he had not seen him or even heard of such a prodigy. 
Bhishma looked at Drona by his side, also similarly 
engaged in ablutions, inquiringly. Drona caught the 
unexpressed question silently in his mind, and his 
answer was in terms of tears of joy, which he could 
not control at that moment. Next moment he answered 
a puzzled Bhishma openly, but suggestively - “Can you 
not make out by the way he has tied his chest cover? 
Can any other soldier here do it that way ?” 

This, instead of answering Bhishma, provoked his 
curiosity all the more. He took a look at the lad’s shield 
from the front. Nothing could be made out at first. But 
when the boy turned his back, he could see a special 
knot, the style of which, few knew on the field. There 
was some answer possible in this. But it still certainty 
eluded. Then, as if to clear Bhishma’s lingering doubts, 
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something happened: Sri Krishna himself emerged out 
of a nearby camp to call the boy. Now it was clear - 
the resemblance of Sri Krishna’s face and that of the 
boy were extremely close and unavoidable. The boy 
stopped his jugglery of shooting single arrows, which 

4 

multiplied in term of hundreds, in seconds, and shot 
into the skies in squadrons of flying birds, as it were, 
and turned back - a feat, which resembled only Arjuna’s 
skill. Bhishma glanced again at the back of the boy! 
He now got it - only two others knew that way of tying 

the shields - Drona and Arjuna So!.... this must be 

Abhimanyu!! The threads were tied, the ends being not 
visible, and absorbed into the pattern of the Divine 
eagle, with lovely wings spread to the width of that 
small back in a pattern that was unique ! The shield 
covered the chest while the threads and the spread - 
eagle covered the back and the sides of the boy 
immaculately. How the boy could tie it himself without 
assistance - only a Drona or Arjuna could answer ! 
Bhishma began to shed tears of joy and silently prayed 
for the long life of the boy after guessing his identity. 
The shield was adequate, light, and was impregnable 
from the front and sides. Only treachery could cut it open 
from behind, which was forbidden in a fair war. Bhishma 
admired the boy and cursed himself for the side he had 
to take in cruel and unavoidable circumstances. 

Drona : “You might know that only three of us know 
this, myself, this boy and his father - that father 
whom I once I described as the one bearing the 
name of a tree, and the son of one who cut the 
wings of the immovables.” - 
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Drona suddenly switched over to a symbolic double 
language, observing someone, who could be a spy ! 7 
Bhishma understood it, but actually a spy of Duryodhana 
was overhearing this conversation, though he could not 
make head or tail of this latter part of the identification 
of the person under discussion. 

Sri Krishna, before drawing that adventurous lad 
into his camp, was pointing to Drona and Bhishma, with 
his pointed finger to introduce them to him for the first 
time. Abhimanyu took a folded handful of the river 
water and offered it to them as a mark of respect and 
withdrew silently. 

& 

Elsewhere Sanjaya had begun his ‘running 
commentary’ on the war, its preparations, the ground, 
its specialties, the heroes, their minds, the scenario, its 
import sociologically, philosophically, humanly and of 
course politically - some of which would not interest 
the blind monarch. Sanjaya was not deterred and went 
on with what came uppermost to his mind, as directed 
and blessed by Vyasa. He was running through a 



7 The verse referred to occurs at Virata Parvan 39-10 and runs as : 

Nadi jalam Keshava narihetuh, nagahvayo nama nagari sumuh\ 
Eshofngana veshdharah kiriti jitvavayam neshyati chadya gavah\\ 

If you take it as Nadi + Jalam + Keshava + Nari + Ketuh ..etc, 
it means nonsense ! But take it as Nadija + Lankeshavanariketuh 
+ Nagahvayo nama Nagarisumuh etc Then it means “Oh ! River- 
born (Bhishma), Arjuna with the monkey in his flag - the monkey 
that burnt Ravana’s Lanka, and bearing the name of a tree 
(=Arjuna), and son of Indra who cut off wings of mountains, has 
come to get cows released . Let us protect ourselves from him.” 
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metaphor now, which compared the warriors to dogs 
who were fighting for pieces of flesh of dead animals! 
He was saying : 

“Sir, this wide world is nobody’s property, living 
or dead. But it belongs to all, from another angle, 
equally as the ground of Sadhana or preparation of the 
soul - for the other world. Even Gods have to attain 
their salvation here only. But this mean war of vanity 
is unbecoming of soldiers whose really appointed duty 
ought to be the protection of the righteous from the evil- 
perpetrators. Look, they are fighting like dogs for pieces 
of meat and beef . 8 Sir, I ask you point-blank - can there 
be limits to the selfishness of man or his insatiable 
desires ? Even if one wins and the other loses, as both 
cannot win or lose simultaneously, do you think the 
winner has infinite lifetime to enjoy all his desires on 
this earth, things of his choice ? Does not death wait 
staring at the other end ? Life is extremely short in this 
Kali age. Life spans are unpredictable, in addition to 
pains and plagues, infirmities and uncertainties. There 
are still - bom babes too ! How pitiable, sir ! Warriors 
of today are less resplendent than those in previous 
cycles, less valorous, less truthful, and less right- 
minded, and anything can lead them to war, as at 
present. Who can stop them ?” 

djb 

Another camp takes us to a different scene : It is 
Yudhishthira in closed conference with Sri Krishna and 
his own brothers. He is worried as ever before, about 
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the consequences of the war that is yet to begin, not 
as a coward, but as an over-concerned, compassionate 
saint, which he was not ! Duty was all that mattered, 
and he did not know that duty in his clouded and 
confused mind. Who was not confused at that hour ? 
Drona ? Bhishma ? Kama ? Arjuna is comforting that 
distressed brother in quantitative terms : 

“Brother, it is not the numbers that win. Bhishma 
and Drona are grimfaced, not because of our coming 
here ; but because of their own tight comers. See Sri 
Krishna, his self-confidence, enthusiasm and 
disinterestedness at the same time. He is the Lord of 
Glory, Lakshmi always follows him . 9 Let us trust him 
and follow him. Success is surely ours. No worry.” 

W 

Duryodhana was closeted with the spy who had 
reported about Drona speaking to Bhishma in a coded, 
loaded language. Duryodhana was not surprised but 
annoyed. He could not make anything of ‘sons of trees’, 
‘sons of mountains’, and this inconsequential stuff. 

Another servant came to announce the arrival of 
Kama, at that hour. Duryodhana had not expected this, 
after Kama’s vow not to fight under Bhishma in his 
life. He was naturally surprised and happy, and also 
mistook his purpose before Kama could speak : 

Duryodhana : “Come Kama ! Welcome ! I am happy, 
you have changed your mind. It is my good piece 
of fortune. ...sit down.” 



9 Gunabhuto jayah Krishne prishthato abhyeti Madhavam | 
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Kama : (standing still, crest-fallen) “No friend; no 
question of my changing the mind. That is ruled 
out. Instead, I have decided to send my sons and 
army to join you, if you allow. They are here at 
your camp-entrance. Only these, instead of me, will 
be with you, in the fight. I shall also be in touch 
with you, directly, in person, off and on, to offer 
you suggestions, and know the day-to-day positions, 
to direct you, if you want. But ‘lift the bow’ - no, 
never. I shall never do it, under Bhishma! Let the 
old hag, that vulture, fight and die, first!” 

Duryodhana did not like this disrespectful reference 
to Bhishma, nor the unwarranted contempt to a General, 
not due to his age and place, here, on the field. His 
mention of ‘death’ stung him as an ill omen. Yet he 
added. 

Duryodhana : “Bhishma is likely to die, leaving me 
in the lurch when death in his context is being 
mentioned so liberally and so frequently and even 
by close friends like you ! Success is if only he 
can fight; with an open mind, only ! But that is 
uncertain ! Anyhow he has vowed not to kill the 
Pandavas. What then can we expect of him ?” 

Kama made some audible but unintelligible sounds 
as expressions of sympathy without wishing to say 
another word on Bhishma. Suddenly : 

Duryodhana : “Friend, as and when and if, your turn 
comes up you are sure to kill Arjuna, are you not?” 

Kama : (red in face, but trying to control his surprise, 
his thick passions of a complex type, and trying 
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to be his usual calm self) - “Friend, what makes 
you doubt it all of a sudden, as never before, and 
at this hour ? Have I given scope for such of your 
doubts ? There is something weighing on your mind 
surely !” 

Duryodhana : (trying to conceal the hurt feelings of 
his, as Yuyutsu made this revelation earlier) “I just 
casually asked, in a dejected mood that has 
descended on me these days. I cannot depend on 
Bhishma and Drona; I want to be sure at least of 
you, especially as you have opted out of the war- 
field under Bhishma ! That is all to it.” 

Kama : “I am sorry that Bhishma has provoked me 
to this.” 

Duryodhana : “What will you do with the other 
Pandavas ?” 

Kama : (Evasively) “Let my turn come up, and you 
shall see. Now you are in a mood of doubting 
everybody. That is unfortunate !” 

Both of them understood that each was unpleasant 
with the other, and knew perhaps things, unknown to 
each other ! 

dSb 

After Abhimanyu caught Bhishma’s attention for a 
glimpse, and Drona moved away to another spot for 
meditation, due after the morning ablutions, Bhishma 
sat quietly on the sands for meditation in the Holy 
Asthakshara way - as the Upanishad had described it 
as the “secret of secrets, an esoteric jewel, rare even 
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for Gods to obtain .” 10 After some time when he got 
up to perform ‘farewell’ ( upasthana ) to the Deity 
presiding over the Manthra, another surprise awaited 
him: 

Another very handsome looking youth, who was 
also grossly engaged in the morning divine routines, 
caught Bhishma’s attention, unawares, gluing him to 
where he was standing ! Bhishma tried to recollect any 
encounter with this young man, who had rather a 
feminine face, any time before. But, no, he had never 
seen him before, he told himself. Bhishma was wondering 
who this youth could be ! Then he felt a faint 
resemblance between this boy and someone else!... 
who... who... could it be ?... yes!!. ..Here it was !.. It was 
a face that resembled Draupadi and Dhrishtadyumna, 
except for his rare complexion, he had hardly come 
across, before ! Then by the process of mental 
elimination, he began to wonder, if by chance it could 
be that.. ..Oh! how... could it be ? 

Bhishma’s mind remembered a whole chain of 
unpleasant and tragic circumstances of many years ago, 
and the old Sire was now blankly staring at that youth 
and seeing beyond him into that past. 

That youth was a certified hero by marks of 
wearing the bow on the left shoulder; but had long and 
crow-black lovely hair, making him look like a woman, 
by his other characteristics like swollen chests that 
almost looked like breasts ! Bhishma almost guessed 
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the youth’s identity and now felt a sense of shame and 
even guilt for having stared at this rare figure for so 
long. But the temptation was so irresistible that he 
turned back to take a final look; the face was 
unmistakably feminine, with all features to the last 
expectation - long eyes, dark bow-like eyebrows, sharp 
long nose, rosy cheeks, handsome chin and dimples 
when that youth laughed or smiled. He could fix 
anybody onto where he was standing or sitting with his 
strange staring powers, and eyesight ! There was a 
bewitching, magical spell in that stare. 

As if to confirm Bhishma’s guess, something 
happened at that very moment : 

Dhrishtadyumna ran from inside a tent and called 
to that youth in question : “Shikhandi, father wants you 
urgently; he has been looking up for you everywhere. 
Come, come.” 

Bhishma felt petrified at the mention of- this name! 
He had not imagined that his Death would be in 
so-handsome-a-youth’s hands ! What an irony that 
Death could be so tempting here and now ! 




CHAPTER 10 



OH ! SHIKHANDI !! 

- BHISHMA REMEMBERS... 



The war was to start the next morning. ...Bhishma 
had neither sleep nor rest in his bed, comfortable 
otherwise ! He was running through a crucifying 
experience of a few decades ago, in his mind, which 
was packed with pain, struggle, conflict and agony, in 
strange mixtures. The good and bad moral effects 
thereof he could neither decide, nor shake off in all 
those more than four or five decades, rendering him 
mute, numb, ineffectual and even impotent, spiritually 
or morally. They talked of physical courage ! Bhishma, 
ever since those ghastly experiences, could never divorce 
physical strength from the other two aspects. He had 
harmed an innocent damsel, ruined her, unwittingly, 
walking into vows that acted as deathtraps. He had not 
benefited either; he had committed several blunders, 
Himalayan-ones, Vindhya-ones, Crouncha-ones and what 
not - in thoughtless acts, which he thought, would solve 
his problems. However, they went on becoming more 
and more tangled and beyond solutions. Each solution 
brought a new problem, as unusually it happens. It all 
started innocently. 
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Bhishma was a stout youth of prowess, just returning 
from the Gurukulam of Parashurama and Brihaspati, to 
his father’s fold. He was welcomed by the father fondly 
and became everyone’s darling in the palace, very 
shortly. 

Then a series of unexpected things happened : 
Ganga had already deserted her husband Shantanu, after 
giving birth to Bhishma, as he had violated the promise 
made to her that she shall not be questioned for any 
of her acts of commissions or omissions. (She was found 
drowning her earlier half a dozen babes, soon after 
giving birth to them. When Shantanu prevented this next 
one, Bhishma, she left him for good.) But the boy 
Bhishma was brought up by her, instructed well by 
Brihaspati and Parashurama, before being brought to 
Shantanu. This was the first phase. 

Shantanu had remained unmarried again for a long 
time, until after even Bhishma had returned to his 
father’s side. Then one day on a hunting expedition, 
he fell in love with a Princess of the Fisher Folk king, 
who had refused to wed his daughter to him, unless 
he promised his kingdom only to her progeny. Shantanu 
hid this for long from his young son, who soon found 
out the secret of his father’s agony. Then Bhishma, (who 
was only Devavrata till then) negotiated, and got his 
father married to that Princess, Matsyagandhi, on 
voluntary renouncement of heirship to the throne ! 
Hence his name ‘Bhishma’. (The One of Terrible vow.) 
This marked the second phase of the tragedy. 

Soon after, Matsyagandhi gave birth to two children 
- Chitrangada and Vichitravirya - Shantanu passed away. 
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Bhishma brought up the children, heirs to the throne 
by grooming them well, to shoulder the responsibilities. 
The loss of the father and the responsibility of the throne 
weighed heavily on Bhishma in this third phase. 

Chitrangada, as an upcoming and promising youth 
lost his life in a battle with the Gandharvas, prematurely, 
making Bhishma’s burden weigh heavier than before. 
Vichitravirya was given to worldly pleasures, and 
Bhishma was worried about getting him married to girls 
of well known royal families, when none seemed willing 
to come forward to cultivate alliances. Now started the 
most tragic fourth phase. 

The Kashi Ruler of those days had arranged a 
“svayamvara”, (a marriage left to the girl’s choice, or 
selection of the bridegroom, from among those called 
to assemble, to settle the alliance), for his three 
daughters, named Amba, Ambalika, and Ambika. 

Bhishma went there on behalf of the Kurus, and 
for the sake of Vichitravirya, and abducted away those 
hapless girls, after fighting with, and defeating all 
assembled Princes there. This mode of marriage by 
abduction was known as the ‘Rakshasa’ type and the 
scriptures had accepted it as one of some six ways of 
marriage, in those days. But here there was a violation, 
in as much as the abductor did it not for himself but 
someone else ! There were other complexities too. It 
was kidnapping outright, and what ratified it was brute- 
might, though this type of marriage was becoming out 
of fashion, forcing revisionist ideas in responsible 
minds. (Sri Krishna reviews this in the context of 
justifying Subhadra’s elopement with Arjuna. It was 
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uncivilized as the freedom of the girl was violated. One 
might ask, how could Sri Krishna ‘abduct’ Rukmini ! 
The case is totally different, in as much as that the 
suggestion came from Rukmini herself, and the parties 
were willing to be wed. For that matter, Krishna married 
none against her will or wish. The girls vied with each 
other to wed him. Bhishma’s was not such a case.) 

Then there was a further complication : Ambalika 
and Ambika accepted their fates in a docile way without 
protests. Amba, the eldest, had loved the King of 
Shalva, and he had also reciprocated that love. This was 
not known to Bhishma. She told him now. Bhishma 
respected that wish and sent her to him with all royal 
honours. Poor Shalva did not deserve her love, as he 
refused to accept her now in Bhishma’s custody ! He 
called her “Bhishma Parigraha” in a vulgar sense, as 
“one who had been accepted by Bhishma” (whatever 
the sense one would guess !) He sent her back to 
Bhishma, himself. 

Now started the final act of Destiny : Amba fell 
on the feet of Bhishma and requested him to accept her 
as his wife ! Bhishma told her of his vow of celibacy, 
and asked her to go back to her parents. But the parents 
also refused to accept her back. 

Amba returned to Bhishma and begged of him to 
accept her or show a way. Bhishma washed himself of 
her. Amba went to Parashurama through his disciple 
Akritavrana. Parashurama took pity and called Bhishma 
to fight with him if he could not do justice to poor 
Amba. The fight was equal and Parashurama had to 
withdraw at the instance of gods and sages. 
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Amba undertook penance at various places - banks 
of Yamuna, Vatsa Bhoomi, Chyavanashram, Prayag, 
Devaranya, Bhogavati etc. Ganga Devi blessed her to 
take birth as a river in one aspect; and she committed 
herself as food for fire in another and by Rudra’s 
blessings was bom as daughter of Drupada ! That was 
Shikhandi. 

Drupada, who was hungering after revenge against 
Drona, wanted a son, and no daughter ! So he dressed 
this girl as a boy and groomed her up in manly ways 
and in warfare. But marriage to Dasharna exposed the 
girl ! She now went to a Guhyaka (a Gandharva of 
Kubera’s clan) by name Sthunakama and requested him 
to alter her sex. That surgeon converted her to a male, 
by exchanging the sex organs. That was how Amba 
stood as Shikhandi before Bhishma’s external eyes, that 
day, waiting to finish Bhishma at the right moment. 

& 

Bhishma saw there the former Amba only, even in 
the present Shikhandi, and an uncontrolled pity for (him 
or) her welled up from his heart very deeply, for the 
plight in which he landed her, unwittingly. Her prayer: 
“Marry me, do not forsake me to ruin my legitimate 
right of married life.” - rang in his ears, after so many 
decades also ! 

Bhishma asked himself : “Am I really so hard- 
hearted ? Am I so stubborn or cruel ?” 

By some strange coincidence Bhishma remembered 
Draupadi - Shikhandi ’s sister! “Was he cruel to her 
also?” - he asked himself, now. Why would fate bring 
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helpless women in this inextricable way into his 
unmarried or unmarriable life, ruin them and make him 
responsible? Here were two wronged women in the 
same family - Shikhandi in her former life as Amba 
elsewhere; and Draupadi, in that wicked assembly ! Was 
it not natural for Panchalas to be whetting their swords 
for revenge ? It was actually a war between Kurus and 
Panchalas - he realised now, - from one angle, that angle 
that mattered most to justify himself for being on the 
Kaurava-side, however feebly. What did not bring 
solace to him was the entanglement of the Pandavas 
on the opposite side, unfortunately for him and for them 
also. Poor Pandavas! Bhishma wished for a moment that 
he was not alive to face this complicated situation in 
which he could do nothing but injustice to the others. 
But he blamed himself for this escapistic thought in 
passing, though! Bhishma felt for a moment that the 
vow of celibacy he undertook, was after all the hard 
cruel bottleneck that prevented him from coming to fair 
decisions in his hapless life this far. But there was no 
going back on it on any pretext - to any time earlier. 
His vanity justified him, although on false notes. Now 
he did not have one unswerving answer for the simple 
question, coming up again and again in his mind - “Who 
is responsible for all this ?” 

He felt Drupada’s anger justified after all: Shikhandi 
for him, Dhrishtadyumna for Drona - were the missiles 
in his armoury. 

Bhishma felt pity for Duryodhana, in that unguarded 
moment for not depending on the right and sure people! 
He blamed himself for having been made a ready target 
for Shikhandi. Then he realised that this was a different 
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account - that of Duryodhana. Had only Draupadi been 
married away into some family other than that of the 
Pandavas! It was Sri Krishna who arranged it so 
immaculately to entangle all those whom he considered 
as dead weights on this earth, to be eliminated in one 
stroke, as it were! 

Then he brushed aside this blame - which did 
injustice to God, come down as Krishna, and to himself 
for inescapable decisions for which he was now paying 
dearly, and of course to the Pandavas who had been 
grossly wronged at every step - gods after all; Indra, 
Yama, Vayu and the Aswins. 

Bhishma almost decided to quit his body by yoga, 
for a moment. But then he decided to postpone it, as 
it was yet Dakshinayana; and he had to wait for nearly 
two months and more; who knew how long the war 
would take to end, and who would remain at the end! 

One justification that came uppermost into his mind 
as a final piece of satisfaction was that he had to clear 
Duryodhana’s debt - salt debt - anyhow. He was now, 
that Prince’s paid servant and it was not proper to 
examine the merits or demerits of that master. That 
should not matter at all now. He might have examined 
it all, if God had given him that freedom, at the time 
of accepting that Prince as his master. But was there 
that freedom, then also, after all? 

Bhishma counted how many days it would take for 
him to finish off the Pandava army ? 

Or how many days he would give it to the Pandava 
army to finish off the Kauravas ? 
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Or whom did he want to succeed and survive ? 

Bhishma cursed himself for doubting victory for the 
Pandava camp! They shall win, after all, by God- 
ordained laws, unalterable by man. 

So ? He would have to linger on the battlefield 
until he sighted Shikhandi. Would Duryodhana take that 
care till the end, the end that he envisaged or wished 
for? 



djb djb djb 
<X> 



CHAPTER 11 



DAY ONE - ARJUNA’S 
MISPLACED COMPASSION 



In Margashira’s bright half of the fortnight, Ekadashi 
has arrived. The opposing armies are awaiting signals 
for the war to start. 

In the Kaurava camp, Duryodhana alights his 
chariot, goes to Drona’s place !...A11 are wondering as 
to what urgency takes him there ! Everyone looks at 
him from both camps. 

Duryodhana seems to be in a most disturbed state 
of mind, as he had no sleep the previous night, and 
his counts have not come up to his expectations. He 
doubts everybody’s integrity - Bhishma’s, Drona’s and 
even Kama’s - yes, even Kama’s, for all his protestations 
of unstinted support. His inactive stance during Bhishma’s 
Generalship is the first proof. How could Duryodhana’s 
mind be happy or ready for war, as a final plunge ? 
Bhishma and Drona talking in a secret code, on the war- 
field ! What did it indicate ? So, he wants things to 
be straightened, immediately, and accounts settled with 
the Acharya. It may be no good strategy, but does a 
disturbed mind care about niceties or planning? 



